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Abstract
The counseling profession within the context of secondary education stands at a
crossroads in terms of understand how the field is able to effectively prepare students for college
and career readiness (Bain, 2012). Student to counselor ratios, varied job roles, external and
parental influences and a variety of other factors make the function of preparing students for
college difficult. Research questions were developed for this study with the micro and macro
perspectives of the school counselor and operational space of their job in mind. Respondents in
this study were asked a series of in-depth, phenomenologically founded interview questions
which had the purpose of developing a rich description of the counseling environment.
Additionally, this work focused on how they (counselors) develop college readiness
programming, and how their intrinsic understanding of how effective they feel they are in
preparing students for college and ultimately how they find meaning within their own position.
There were also multiple opportunities within the schools to observe programming at
each school site to conduct non-participant observations and take extensive field notes. These
notes helped to describe the varied aspects of the school counseling environment and the varied
strategies counselors used in order to meet the needs of their students, teachers and
administrators. From their responses and the acquired field notes - four major themes developed
which describe the lived and shared experiences of the rural secondary education counselor - role
ambiguity, testing, counselor community and connectivity.
This study also describes the various influences, implications, suggestions for future
research and an overall analysis of the factors which go into understanding diverse rural school
systems. The final section also discusses the impact that socio-economic status and state and
federal budget cuts have on preparing students for college and career readiness as well as the
iii

difficult position it places on counselors to complete the task of preparing students for college.
Tables were also included in this work which show the qualitative methods that were utilized in
order to capture phenomenologically rich and appropriate data from the six participants involved
in this study.
Keywords: college preparedness, time management, phenomenology, secondary
education counseling, non-participant observation, in-depth interviews, secondary education
counseling, role ambiguity, student primacy
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Chapter 1
Introduction
Throughout the history of school counseling, the profession has responded to a wide
variety of changes in politics, social structure, and socioeconomic policies by developing new
pathways for American students to transition into a more skilled and educated workforce. Smith
(2011) discussed that secondary education counselors have always been seen as an intermediary
among parents, administrators, community leaders, and most importantly students by serving in a
variety of capacities which work to provide those involved with a necessary means to
communicate. Within the last decade however, school counselors have begun to see a new series
of challenges far different from previous points in the timeline of American public education,
which includes serving as school-wide technology coordinators, counseling more diverse groups
of students and managing frequently changing state mandates (Adams, 2011).
These modern challenges also come at a tumultuous time in American public education
because secondary education counselors also play a pivotal role in preparing students for life
beyond the walls of compulsory secondary schooling. Griffin, Hutchins, and Meece (2011)
detailed that in many cases, counselors operate in many high schools as the only resource
available for students to understand college procedures such as admissions, financial aid,
scholarship applications, time management, and a variety of other hurdles which may stand in
the way of their ability to matriculate into higher education. They (counselors) are often given a
wide variety of job duties outside of college preparation such as record keeping, technology
coordination, professional development organizer, and are often the primary source for any
mental health and disciplinary issues among the student body (Stone & Dahir, 2006). In turn, this
leads to a job that can seem overwhelming due largely in part to the fact that there is little
guidance from school administrators, professional organization, and even graduate level
1

programs which prepare counselors for the depth and breadth of responsibilities they may face
on a day to day basis. Baker and Gerler (2004), Gysbers (2001), Mustaine and Pappalardo
(1996), and Scarborough (2005) also agreed that in the modern school system, which tend to face
a multitude of diverse challenges, there is little consensus as to what a counselor should be doing
on a day to day basis.
Thus, there is an ongoing debate over where and how secondary education counselors can
be best used in order to properly move students through graduation and into institutions of higher
education. This means that understanding and identifying the connections between students and
counselors is often a moving target as school systems are sometimes in a constant mode of
change due to personnel restructuring, declining budgets, and a lack of professional continuity.
School systems often do not have the intrinsic control to keep organizational structure in an
insulated ecosystem (National Education Association, 2011). Annual shifts in policy at the state
level mean that individual schools literally cannot afford to keep counselors in specific roles as
the needs of different educational systems often change based on funding regulations. Therefore,
schools may have to manipulate the job of the counselor on a year by year basis.
In short, understanding the culture of school counselors is complex as there is no defined
set of responsibilities or expectations for counselors. Each school is a different entity with a
variety of needs and challenges (Brown, 2004). In order to provide a clear understanding of the
secondary education counselor and their environmental experiences, this first chapter will
address a background of the study, historical context, statement of the problem at hand, a
description of the significance of the study, the research questions, and definitions which related
to the study.
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Background of the Study
In 2012, the Bureau of Labor and Statistics reported that there were 262,300 counselors
in the K - 12 Education system in the United States and projected that over the course of the next
decade, the field of counseling would see an increase of 31,200 jobs which is on par with organic
population growth in America compared to the modern workforce. However, even at the current
rate, counseling in the modern American education system is and will be vastly understaffed
(Strauss, 2013). Bidwell (2013) stated that the issue of counselor staffing is largely due to
nationwide budget cuts in the areas of K - 12 education and discusses that these cuts mean that
teachers, counselors, and school administrators are required to do more with less and in many
cases a majority of the additional workload falls into the lap of school counselors.
As is, high school counselors carry a diverse and heavy workload. The American School
Association (2012) stated that among these responsibilities counselors should be prepared to
address students' academic needs, career exploration, personal and social development,
evaluating and developing counseling programs, and addressing the assessment needs of the
learning community including a focus on what each job may entail. Lapan, Gysbers, and Kayson
(2007) declared that among these responsibilities counselors should play a vital role in
maximizing the learning experiences and success of their students through leadership,
collaboration, advocacy, and equity.
Unfortunately, this type of contextual understanding of counselor responsibilities means
different things to different school systems. For example, Cervoni (2011) stated that counselors
are required to work heavily with areas of social work and psychological counseling. While in
other school systems the focus may be on leading groups of teachers by providing pedagogical
strategies for the classroom.
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Ultimately, the counseling profession in the context of secondary education currently
exists in a state of flux. Bain (2012) contended that in contemporary society, trying to create a
concrete understanding of what goes into the day to day challenges of a high school counselor's
life is at best, a challenge despite attempts by professional school counseling organizations to
develop the experience of this position. This is due largely in part to fact that each school can be
a diverse and ever-changing educational system. Therefore, any standards set, may only apply to
parts of a school system's counseling program.
Falls and Nichters (2007) contended that because many current state and federal funding
benchmarks for public schools were based on student and institutional performance, school
districts are often in a constant battle for state resources and created a culture of change. Cervoni
and DeLucia-Waack (2011) added that in this continual shift in school culture, the job of
counselor becomes incrementally more ambiguous and difficult to complete effectively when
counselors are forced into ever changing roles within fluctuating school environments.
In many scenarios, the culture of continual change among school systems has caused a
great deal of frustration among counselors (Kolodinsky, Draves, Schroder, Lindsey, & Zlatev,
2009). This theme is seen specifically amongst those educational settings where counselors are
continually required to focus on job duties outside of counseling; such as a focus on assessments
or office duties. Guiffrida (2005) stated that in addition to this frustration, a large part of the
disharmony among counselors within their school environment stems from a lack of updated
resources which addressed the new changes in counselor job duties.
Historically, this has not always been the case. The first formal counseling positions
came into American education as a result of the industrial revolution (Beesley, 2004). Because of
the technical increase in many jobs across the country, vocational counseling duties were given
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to certain teachers within public school systems who would educate and guide students towards
various positions based on their personalities and aptitudes in certain school subjects (Gysbers &
Henderson, 1997, 2001).
The focus during the first part of the 20th century was spent on preparing students for
work once they graduated from high school (Gysbers, 2001). This often meant collaborating with
teachers and developing relatable material into their curriculum which would prepare students
for job opportunities once they left school. In turn, perceptions of work and education also had a
greater focus on job attainment for students. Additionally, counselors during this time began
coordinating work opportunities for students who began to leave school in grade six and after
(Gysbers & Henderson,1997).
In the early 1900s, Frank Parsons, also known as the "Father of Guidance" developed a
system of matching aptitude to vocation, which was soon followed by psychologists who viewed
the lens of counseling from a more humanistic angle. Based on Parson’s work, both John Dewey
in the 1920s and Carl Rogers, in the 1950s, focused on creating counseling models which
centered on human growth and development. Counselors were also urged to work with their
students by providing empathy and facilitation in their daily lives through counseling techniques
which focused on the improvement of a student's mental perception (Lambie & Williamson,
2004).
Public education during the time frame of the 1950s and 1960s was also developed as
part of a plan to posture America as an international superpower following World War II and the
Korean War. New funding sources were also available from the National Defense Act of 1958,
which sought to add funding to multiple education levels in order to create new scientific
initiatives and the Elementary and Secondary Education Act of 1965 which placed a stronger
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emphasis on equity in education and allowed for more counselors and vocational educators to
help prepare students at this time in American history for college and career opportunities
(Paisley & Borders, 1995; Wittmer, 2000).
Federal legislation during this timeframe allowed for the counseling profession in public
education to triple between 1958 and 1967 (Baker, 2001). By the late 1960s, however, legislation
began to control the ways in which counselors were utilized in the growing public education
system (Schmidt, 1999). Throughout the next 50 years, the counseling field went through a great
deal of change, as the benchmarks set out by state and federal government entities continually
translated the parameters of counselors in public education (Wright, 2011). Currently, the effects
of legislative shifts are seen in the present counselor role. Specifically, as it relates to a specific
job duty that is primarily designated to secondary school counselors - college and career
preparedness.
No other job within the secondary education school system provides such a critical
function in the future success of college preparedness and success as the counselor (McDonough,
2005). Research has clearly identified that when counselors are given ample time and energy to
provide direct services concerning college preparedness to students and parents, they can have a
profound effect on the future success of those students' understandings, perceptions, and
ultimately success once they graduate high school (Adelman, 1999; McDonough, 1997, 2004;
Orfield & Paul, 1993; Plank & Jordan, 2001). However, this is often not the case when it comes
to the counseling profession. Instead, they (counselors) are constrained from completing the
portions of their job where they are often the most trained and educated.
Much of the issue with a lack of time spent on college and career planning comes from a
heightened level of role ambiguity (Ford & Nelson, 2007). Even with a collection of
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organizations which are focused on providing comprehensive models of secondary education
counseling, the persistent issue of understanding what actually encompasses a counselor's job is
still an issue which lacks a cohesive answer (Bemak, Murphy, & Kaffenberger, 2005; Education
Trust, 1999; Gray & Carroll-McCollum, 2003). Beesley and Frey (2006) stated that when school
systems are left without a clear picture of what a counselor is supposed to accomplish, their
image as school leaders often becomes compromised.
According to the American School Counselor Association (ASCA, 2012), in order for an
effective counseling program to take hold within a school system, there must be a limit to the
number of students assigned to a counselor. For counseling functions within a school system to
have a strong programmatic focus which highlights student as well as professional competencies
they recommended a student to counselor ratio of 250:1. Additionally, ASCA data also shows
the only three states to meet this recommendation were Wyoming, Vermont, and New
Hampshire. On average, the Department of Education (2011) put the ratio at nearly double the
ASCA’s number - 457:1. In one instance (California), this number balloons up to as high as
814:1.
This average has significant implications for the field of secondary education, as
counselors have the ability to have a foundational impact on the success of students under their
supervision (Boutwell & Myrick, 1992; Brigman & Cambell, 2003; Sink & Stroh, 2003). Carrell
and Carrell (2006) added that in most cases, a counselor’s ability to do their job and manage day
to day tasks within the school environment was drastically affected by his or her student ratio.
They also stated that if counselors were given too great of a student caseload, it left little room to
accomplish comprehensive initiatives or even to develop lesson plans which focused on areas
such as college and career planning. Carrell and Carrell (2006) further added that issues such as
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college planning, academic remediation, and disciplinary issues tended to correlate with the
number of students under each counselor
The need for developing face to face relationships between counselors and students is
critical (American School Counselor Association, 2012) because counselors have the ability to
be key social agents in the current and future success of high school students. Researchers built
on the American School Counselor Association's statement by declaring that even beyond
college and career preparedness, counselors are critical in providing a variety of time-sensitive
and personal student services such as mental health counseling (Hamlet, Gergar, & Schaefer,
2011), linking families to the school environment (Walker, Shenker, & Hoover-Dempsey, 2010),
school leadership (Mason, 2010), and providing appropriate technological training for school
faculty, staff, and students (Burrow-Sanchez, Call, Zheng, & Drew, 2011).
Bain (2012) and Trolley (2011) both added that the counseling profession sits at a
crossroads because of the pressure put on school systems which are now required to meet state
and federal guidelines through assessments and testing. Bain also contended that many schools,
under the pressure of funding mandates, are required to meet certain benchmarks regarding
student assessments. Therefore, the current counselor job description does little to completely
encapsulate what it means to work in the profession. However, even beyond just defining the
position, Bain (2012) also added that it is imperative that counselors are put into a position where
they have the freedom to work with students, as they are a key link in future student success.
Hurwitz and Howell (2013) echoed that point by noting that if at state and federal levels we
decide to allocate more funding to staff counseling personnel it will create a long lasting effect
on academic stability, college preparedness, career readiness, and ultimately a stronger link
between secondary and higher education by increasing attendance rates.
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The importance of key counseling relationships also stems from the sheer amount of
college-going students and the shift in who is matriculating through the K - 12 system and into
higher education. During the 1950s, only about 20% of all high school graduates went on to
attend a college at the two or four-year level. In 2014, that number was 68.4% (Bureau of Labor
& Statistics, (2015). This growth, in part, is due largely because the American economy has
dictated a more skilled workforce. Just as the G.I. Bill was created to put the American economy
on the same skilled stage as other countries across the globe, there is now a resurgence in
demand for a highly trained workforce. Currently, every 6 out of 10 jobs require college training
(Grigal, Hart, & Migliore, 2011). Therefore, the value of a college education has become a more
inherent part of the United State's Workforce.
However, the racial makeup of “who” is coming of age in the secondary education
system is rapidly changing. The National Center for Education Statistics (2014) predicted that by
the year 2024, students of color, especially those of Hispanic descent, would increase to 45%
while the number of “traditional” or Caucasian students would fall from 52% to 45%. This
means the makeup of students matriculating into the 9th grade would have a rapidly different
makeup than has been historically represented.
One of the issues that this new level of diversity brings to the secondary education system
is the amount of students from diverse backgrounds who withdraw from high school or end up
not attending college all together. Although dropout rates are considered to be at a historical low,
minority students of color still have even higher dropout rates that nearly double those of their
Caucasian counterparts (Fry, 2014). This is due largely to the fact that many minority students do
not have access to college preparation resources such as financial aid literature, admissions
guidelines and entry exam preparation materials, and thus, the population of those who attend

9

college from these populations is far less representative than their Caucasian counterparts
(Rodriguez, 2013). As it stands, an increasing proportion of high school-aged students are
receiving a disproportionate amount of college and career services. However, in cases where
counselors are able to provide effective counseling with minority students, they are able to make
a significant impact on their college preparation and future success (Gandara & Bial, 2001; King,
1996; McDonough, 2004; Plank & Jordan, 2001; Rosenbaum, Miller, & Krei, 1996; Venezia et
al., 2002). Therefore, students from diverse backgrounds are becoming a significantly greater
proportion of the college-going population who are attending institutions of higher education.
However, minority students still stand at a greater risk of never graduating high school or
attending college than their Caucasian counterparts. Research also shows that many minority
students tend to find little utility in their high school counselors, primarily because there tends to
be little interaction between the two as a it pertains to college preparedness; therefore, these
students are left with a negatively skewed understanding of the potential relationship with their
counselors (Eckenrod-Green & Culbreth, 2008; Vela-Gude et al., 2009). Despite the lack of
college-focused interactions, Dockery (2013) added that in research where counselors are given
the opportunity to provide college-focused programming, minority students do report having a
positive experience with the counselors.
Beal (2004) suggested that the entire school environment is foundationally different when
counselors interact with students at an increased level. If counselors are able to develop strong
relationships with students and show the utility of counseling services, there are wide-spread
positive correlations. Works by Poynton, Carlson, Hopper, and Carey (2006) and Schmidt
(2003) have showed that students who have greater access to counselors have better attendance
records, higher levels of academic achievement and motivation, increased levels of self-esteem,
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and a greater respect for the entire school system. However, counselors are far too overwhelmed
to provide necessary programming to students. Carey and Harrington (2010) reported that this
was especially alarming for those students who planned on attending institutions of higher
education. Primarily due to the fact that many students often find little utility in seeking out a
counselor for college preparedness because they (students) have historically been shown little
connection between the two areas (counseling and college readiness). Carey and Harrington
(2010) further added that this misnomer develops because the role of the counselor is often given
little time to focus on connecting students to post-secondary educational resources and its
inherent value. In Oklahoma, where this study was conducted, the state education system has
seen drastic changes since the 2007 recession. Based on 2014 state financial data, Oklahoma is
one of the four worst states in budget spending per pupil. Even compared to pre-recession data,
the state has cut spending by more than 23.6% per student (Center on Budget and Policies,
2014).
The effects of these cuts can also be seen within the school environment. Based on data
from the American School Counselor Association’s (2011), the state ratio of student to
counselors in Oklahoma sits at 410:1, which is roughly 160 more students per counselor than the
recommended level. Oklahoma also experiences a higher than normal level of attrition due in
part to the lack of increases in educator pay and thus they struggle to retain appropriate staff
levels (Hendricks, 2012). Again, this is problematic because it diminishes the opportunities
counselors have to prepare students for college.
Statement of the Problem
Due to budget cuts, lack of central guidance, job ambiguity and a variety of other factors,
secondary education counselors very often do not have the time or resources to provide said
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programming (McDonough, 2005). Students who end up with little support also feel that
counselors have very little utility (Radford, Ifill, & Lew, 2014). This type of relationship then
becomes one of diminishing returns between students and counselors; wherein, counselors are
given less time to provide students with critical guidance towards preparing for college and in
turn, those same students then feel the counseling office is unable to offer them any guidance in
terms of helping to prepare them for future college success.
According to Bain (2011), Carey and Harrington (2010), McDonough (2005), and
Trolley (2011), counselors provided invaluable services to students when it came to college
preparation. However, each of these researchers also points out that in many school systems it
can be very difficult for counselors to provide these services due to the time and organizational
constraints placed on them (counselors) at the local and state levels. This body of work sought to
build on this understanding by focusing on a succinct, rural group of counselors located in
Oklahoma and examining how school systems with limited funding and support manage college
preparation.
Already within the literature, there are multiple studies which focus on the connection
between high school counselors and their students in terms of college readiness; however, many
of these studies such as Bryan, Holcomb-McCoy, Moore-Thomas, and DayVines (2009), Krell
and Perusse (2012), and Lapan and Aleman (2012) focused on larger groups of data involving
quantitative techniques of research. Inversely, other research looked at this connection but
through the lens of race and culture. Bruce, Getch, and Ziomek-Daigle (2009), Marsico and
Getch (2009), Watkinson and Hersi (2014) are all examples of work which focused on
understanding specific cultural or ethnic groups of students. Therefore, this research sought to
fill the gap by focusing on schools as specific collective environments driven by their
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perspectives.
Purpose of the Study
The purpose of this phenomenological study was to understand the lived experiences of
the secondary education counselors in specific school systems in the State of Oklahoma with
regard to preparing students for college. This study specifically focused on the ways in which the
secondary education counselors managed the task of preparing a generation of students for
college life and the perceptions they had about their role in that preparation.
Research Questions
The research questions that guided this study were:
1. How do counselors manage college readiness in their own secondary school
systems?
2. What perceptions do counselors have about their ability to manage the future
collegiate success of their students?
3. In what ways do counselors find meaning and value within the high school
environments where they work?
Significance of the Study
Multiple studies exist on the subject of counseling in high school and the relationship
these professionals have on the future success of their students such as Carey and Harrington
(2010), Hurwitz and Howell (2013), McDonough and Calderon (2006), and The National
Association for College Admissions Counseling (2006). Subsequently, these studies also tended
to draw very similar conclusions as it relates to counseling. All concluded that the more
counselors are able to interact with their students and provide deliberate programming on college
preparedness, the more likely those students are to succeed beyond graduation.
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This study added to the body of research on counseling because it moved away from the
larger, more comprehensive quantitative studies and focused more on the in-depth understanding
of counselors through a phenomenological perspective. For example, existing studies including
Carey and Harrington (2010), Hurwitz and Howell (2013), McDonough and Calderon (2006),
Rosenbaum, Stephan, and Rosenbaum (2010) took approaches which focus heavily on
understanding counselors through a large quantitative understanding either at regional, state, or
national levels. Instead, this body of work focused solely on understanding the values and
perspective of a small group of high school counselors in rural Northeastern Oklahoma from a
phenomenological perspective.
In respect to practice, this research served as a guide for high school counselors in rural
school systems who wanted to understand the problems and challenges faced by their
counterparts. It will also serve to help researchers in the future who are seeking to understand
issues of finance, structural, and pedagogical inequity in smaller public education systems. This
study also provided the groundwork for future research studies attempting to understand the
linkage between counselors and future collegiate success of their students.
Additionally, this study sought to improve the perceptions state and federal
administrators have about secondary education's role in college preparedness through an
understanding of value and emotions counselors attach to their job. This research also sought to
help institutions of higher education find new pathways to connect with high schools. Bangser
(2008) identified counselors as one of the more influential roles in how students develop
perceptions of college life and this work will create the groundwork for developing a better
understanding of the relationship counselors have with post-secondary institutions.
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Finally, this work looked to increase the connection between secondary and higher
education. Kirst and Venezia (2011) added that one of the central issues across the nation in
terms of public education was the lack of development among the operation of the K - 12 system
and post-secondary education. This work provided insight for higher education administrators as
they sought to develop orientation and first year programming.
In terms of significance, this study identified shortfalls and deficiencies students may
bring with them to college; by developing counselor-centered themes. Although this work is
focused on counselors, the systematic issues public schools face stretches beyond just
counselors. One of the hopes is that college and universities will be able to better understand the
plight of public schools so that they may better find ways to aid in student transition from
secondary to post-secondary education.
Definition of Terms
The terms below will be used to provide some context to the nomenclature used in this
study:
1. American College Test (ACT): The ACT is an admissions examination which focuses on
assessing the areas of English, Mathematics, Reading, Science, and a Writing portion
(ACT, Inc., 2015).
2. College readiness: College and career readiness refers to the content knowledge, skills,
and habits that students must possess to be successful in postsecondary education or
training that leads to a sustaining career. A student who is ready for college and career
can qualify for and succeed in entry-level, credit-bearing college courses without the
need for remedial or developmental coursework (Educational Policy Improvement
Center, 2013).
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3. Counselor: a profession that focuses on the relations and interactions between students
and their school environment with the expressed purpose of reducing the effect of
environmental and institutional barriers that impede student academic success (University
of North Carolina Charlotte School of Education, 2015).
4. Counselor role: The list of job duties and responsibilities that each individual counselor
feels is a part of their function within the school environment (American School
Counselor Association, 2015).
5. Postsecondary education: Voluntary educational programming that goes beyond the
compulsory educational system which represents students matriculating from
Kindergarten through grade 12 (Ferris State University, N.D.).
6. Role ambiguity: Role ambiguity has been described by Kahn, Wolfe, Quinn, Snoek, and
Rosenthal (1964) as the single or multiple roles that confront the role incumbent, which
may not be clearly articulated (communicated) in terms of behaviors (the role activities or
tasks/priorities) or performance levels (the criteria that the role incumbent will be judged
by). Naylor, Pritchard, and Ilgen (1980) state that role ambiguity exists when focal
persons (role incumbents) are uncertain about product-evaluation contingencies and are
aware of their own uncertainty about them (Bauer & Simmons, 2000).The Free
Application for Federal Student Aid (FAFSA): FAFSA is the form the U.S. Department
of Education (ED) requires to determine your Expected Family Contribution (EFC). The
government conducts a “need analysis” based on financial information, such as income,
assets, and other family information, which students and parents will be asked to provide.
Your application is examined by a federal processor and the results are sent by computer
to the financial aid offices of the colleges you’ve chosen. The FAFSA is the application
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most colleges use to determine eligibility for federal, state, and college-sponsored
financial aid, including grants, educational loans, and work-study programs (Student
Financial Aid Services, Inc., 2013).
Overview of the Study
This chapter addressed the background of the counseling profession, statement of the
problem, purpose of the study, the research questions, and multiple definitions which pertain to
the study. In the next chapter, the literature will be examined which further defines the roles of
counselors. The literature will also provide various perspectives amongst researchers about the
problems and issues faced by high school counselors regarding college preparation, and the other
areas of concern within the field. Additionally, the literature will review the historical and
present-day context of the field of high school counseling. The third chapter will discuss the
methodology of the study including a description of the methodology and methods used to
develop a phenomenological study. It will also provide data collection and analysis methods.
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Chapter 2
Review of the Literature
This chapter will work, in part, to create a snapshot of the relationships counselors
develop as part of their work. Specifically as an attachment to their education environments
within the school environment, there will be specific attention paid to the work being conducted
with students, the management of new responsibilities from administrative staff, dilution of
foundational job duties, and various trends and issues which have arisen within the field
including mental health issues and what research states about the actual role of high school
counselors.
Primarily, the chapter is organized into three sections. The first section is the overall role
of the counselor, including historical development, job duties, personnel requirements, and the
multi-faceted approaches to school leadership, budgetary constraints, and assessments. The
second portion of the literature will shift focus to understanding the student. Previous research
will provide insight into the various influences of college choice and motivation for high school
students, such as the role environment, parents, socioeconomic factors, and culture plays in
college readiness. Although this body of work is primarily focused on the counselor it is
important to understand the social factors which influence a student's life so that the relationship
between both student and counselor can be understood in a much more developed context.
The final section is the cross-section of both segments - counselor and student. Literature
will identify current theories which have been developed to explain the phenomenon of this
relationship. Subsequently, this portion of the review will also highlight the lack of research from
the perspective of the counselor which is at best under-developed. Close attention will also be
paid to the primary research questions moving forward with the methodological overview of this
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project. Specifically, how counselors manage a growing student population with resources which
are diminishing.
Historical Overview of the Counseling Profession
The creation and development of high school counselors in America follows a strikingly
similar path to that of standard public education. Prior to the turn of the 20th century,
compulsory public education was instituted in more than half of the states in the union; however,
this did little to increase attendance rates prior to the 1900s according to Wright (2011). During
this timeframe, the cultural perceptions of education were often times overshadowed by a need
for children to financially support the family over a standardized education. Most college
preparedness and formalized education came by way of private preparatory schools afforded to
students and families with the financial resources to pay for coursework and primarily focused
on classical literature and languages. At this stage, however, there was still very little in the way
of structured counseling as it is viewed today.
During the few years leading up to World War I, America saw massive increases in the
number of adolescent children as well as non-speaking immigrants (Williams, 1998). Even
though these two factors were considered important, they were on their own, not significant
enough to re-shape systematic education. Again, as Wright (2011) stated, education at this point
was still considered superfluous. Financially supporting the family unit was still considered
paramount to education.
The third catalyst came as a response to the industrialization of the rest of the world in
the years surrounding the first World War. America, therefore, needed a workforce more skilled,
motivated, and properly educated (Gysbers, 2001). In 1880, it was estimated that a mere 7% of
Americans age 14 - 17 attended schooling past the 8th grade, by 1920 that number grew to 32%
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and by 1940 to 50% (Church, 1976). Along with growth and expansion, the mindset of
compulsory education also began to shift from one of functional necessity to a movement of
social progress led by theorists such as John Dewey (Reese, 2001). With this focus on the public
good and progressive reformation, federal legislation began to pass which would also increase
the overall need for supplemental vocational guidance. The Smith-Hughes Act of 1917
(subsidies for agricultural education, George-Reed Act of 1929 (vocational education), GeorgeElzey Act of 1934 (funding for career guidance), and the George Deen Act of 1936 (federal
funding to state workforce programs) all worked to further the necessity for college and career
guidance into the curriculum of secondary education.
However, in the years following World War II, secondary education counseling began to
take on an approach separate from just leading vocational guidance. Many secondary counselors
began to adopt actual counseling models which focused on developing the whole student. This
allowed them to utilize humanistic models which were more geared towards the understanding of
students as humans - each in a unique human context with specific thoughts, feelings, emotions,
actions, and motivators (Rogers & Russell, 2003). In turn, the focus began to shift beyond the
necessitated, mechanized approach of the World War I and II era toward an emphasis on
humanized mental health counseling (Aanstoos, Serline, & Greening, 2000). Meaning, the
purpose of education began to change as a whole. Students were not just looked at as cogs in a
greater machine of America's place in the world. Instead, the individual student became the
focus. In turn, more attention was paid to their psychological and social well being as well as
their vocational aptitude. This focus stayed in place in the American education system up
through the 1980s.
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Over the course of the last 35 years, counseling at the high school level has undergone a
major shift. Instead of a large focus falling on psychological counseling, skills development,
vocational guidance, and college preparation, Wright (2011) described the era as the Age of
Accountability, wherein much of the educational legislation was and is focused on mandating
schools to report on specific educational benchmarks including passage rates, test scores, and
socio-economic make up.
Therefore, many programs such as the No Child Left Behind Act of 2002 under the Bush
administration (Maxwell, 2007), and even the standards based report card systems of the
Clinton-era (Schrad, 2012), were all developed with the intent to increase academic achievement
rates and monitor certain standards set forth by specific school systems. Hatch and Bowers
(2005) added that out of the cloud of assessment over the last few decades, a more polarizing
picture of counseling can be seen; primarily, in a role as a test administrator. Much of their
responsibility is focused on coordinating, monitoring, and administering all state and federally
mandated assessments.
Dollarhide and Lembarger (2006) asserted that this shift in responsibilities was a
detriment to the profession. They stated that the role of a counselor as the “grand examiner”
casted doubt and distrust from students and teachers alike as they were the primary record keeper
for what is the school’s ability to teach as well as learn (Dollarhide & Lembarger, 2006). Out of
this fractured relationship with what are supposed to be their closest constituents, many
counselors struggle to garner value and a shared level of cohesion with other employees;
specifically, teachers who sometimes view counselors as an outsider due to their close
connection to areas of teacher evaluation that have an impact on teacher job security.
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Contemporary Counseling Themes
Beyond the historical foundation brought forth out of necessity by the last century of
educational development in the United States, there exists a bit of contention over the present
role of high school counselors. Ringeisen, Henderson, and Hoagwood (2003) argued that
counselors were the key cog in the delivery of mental health to their students. However, other
research points to counselors as community leaders and stewards of diversity (Ahmed, Wilson,
& Henriksen, 2010). Additionally, research shows they are perceived as monitors of student
success (White & Kelley, 2010), and even in more practical roles as a school's links to the
technological aptitude of this generation of students (Burrow-Sanchez, Call, Zheng, & Drew,
2011).
Looking at these various responsibilities there is still a level of vagueness in providing a
clear picture of what counselor’s do on a daily basis. Anderson (2002) responded that ambiguity
is the most overarching theme in counseling today. Even with the American School Counseling
Association’s (1999) statement of roles and responsibilities, there is little guidance provided to
the industry.
Bain (2012) contended that the “moving target” of defining a counselor’s job duties is
due primarily in part to the fact that schools are often in a state of flux as well. Nationwide, each
school has a unique set of circumstances in terms of budgets, student diversity, socio-economic
makeup, and state legislation. Therefore, the need for an intermediary administrator can fall
anywhere along the spectrum of responsibilities which dwells in between the duties of teachers
and those of upper-level administrators such as principals and superintendents. This means, some
schools may need a counselor more focused on curriculum coordination while others may need
one who can serve as a parent liaison.
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Other literature exists, however, which places the lack of a defined role outside of the
internal needs of the school system and asserts that external forces play a large role. Trolley
(2011) added that much of the fluctuation in counselor roles has developed from state and federal
governments which often determine school funding off of accountability standards like test
scores, average grade point averages, and graduation rates. Because there are constant changes in
regulation and district-wide benchmarks, the job of the counselor must be free to shift from one
job to the next. Meaning, counselors must be ready to serve in a variety of capacities depending
on the ways in which a school must change to meet accountability standards in order to maintain
funding.
Paisley and McMahon (2001) provided more of an amalgamated viewpoint of where
schools are in terms of their counselors. They argued that not only do high school counselors
have to contend with these internal and external influences, but within each school there are a
wide variety of tasks that must be completed and usually because counselors serve in a very
ancillary function, they are left with the burden. This is due largely in part to the fact that
counselors are left to manage the gap between teacher and administrator, which according to
Paisley and McMahon (2001) could be a large gap.
Additionally, Paisley and McMahon (2001) purported that on any given day, a
counselor’s job may consist of no less than 13 tasks. Paired with an increase in American School
Counselor Association's (2013) student ratios, which range anywhere from 313:1 to 1,182:1, the
gravity of the secondary counselor's role becomes clearer. Especially, considering the fact that
this must all be completed in a contextual environment which can shift from year to year and
semester to semester.
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Previous research by Baker (2001) agreed with the notion that this complete diffusion of
responsibilities does exists. However, it manifests intrinsically within the counselor as they often
feel as if they have no control over their role in the school system due to the large fluctuation in
job duties. Because counselors tend to feel powerless in their ability to control the plight of their
job, they forfeited any representation in what state or federal administrators require out of the
school (Baker, 2001).
Baker (2001) further pointed out that in order to begin refining and defining what it
means to be a counselor, there must be a certain degree of leadership within the profession which
allows for greater representation at the state level and allows for more control within specific at
the local school level. Baker (2001) also stated that professionals in the field had to be able to
collaborate and define their roles as well as know when it is alright to reject responsibilities
which fall outside of their training and skill set. Therefore, it was imperative for counselors to
become savvier in the political structure of their governing district and state (Baker, 2001).
McLean (2006) built on Baker's sentiments by highlighting the fact that many counselors
feel that they are losing a grip on their job duties. In his study on counselor’s perceptions of their
role in the future, research found that there was almost a unanimous consensus (96%), which felt
their responsibilities would change over the next five years to include an increase in the amount
of students they would be assigned. 70% of these individuals felt this would most likely stem
from continual decreases in budgets to hire new school personnel.
Where McLean’s (2006) work connected with Bakers’ is in the idea that there is a certain
level of inevitability which outlines the position. Schools will continue to grow, budgets will
undoubtedly be cut, and there will be a growing number of needs from students, parents,
administrators, and the community at large. However, secondary counselors must seek to define
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their path through professional collaboration within nationally recognized associations, local
committees, and in current research. Otherwise, secondary counselors will stay in a continuous
loop of ambiguity and autonomy. In turn, the needs of their students will be compromised.
Job Duties and Responsibilities
Moving forward with the literature discussion in this section, the primary focus will fall
on the subject of counselor responsibilities. However, as highlighted in the previous portion of
this review, there is a continual level of discourse among researchers and practitioners as to the
level of ambiguity within a counselor’s job. This is not to create a contradiction from section to
section. Instead, the purpose is to highlight that the counselor’s role is multi-faceted and
complex. Even through the varied context, there are still predominant areas which develop.
Mental health counseling. The issue of dealing with student mental health is one which
derives out of the post-war humanistic approach to counseling as mentioned in the previous
section of this review (Rogers & Russell, 2003). As the veil continues to be lifted on the issue of
mental health in American communities, the idea that our youth suffer from various mental
illnesses is beginning to find some traction through statistical data. During a 2009 survey, the
National Assembly of School Based Health Care found that 1 in 10 students will deal with a
serious emotional disturbance during their tenure in primary and secondary education.
Furthermore, only 20% of those students will receive effective counseling and one-half will
eventually drop out of school altogether.
This creates a crux for the counseling profession. On one side, mental health counseling
is one of the key areas of training professionals in the field (Eppler & Weir, 2009). Many are
taught to identify and counsel students who may be dealing with various forms of social
isolation, depression, anxiety, and overall disengagement from coursework (Brown, Dahlbeck, &
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Sparkman-Barnes, 2006). However, Eppler and Weir (2009) pointed out that there is often little
time within the day for counselors to spend on an area wherein they feel they have the most to
offer from their training.
Lapan and Harrington (2010) contended that the issue is not with a counselor’s ability to
do their job. Instead, their point leads back to the varied nature of the counselor’s role as
previously discussed. There just isn’t time allocated in the day to provide purposeful counseling
with the large amount of tasks outside of counseling which must be addressed. Because
accountability standards lead to funding, mental health counseling often becomes a secondary
responsibility as it is not directly connected to monetary benefits from state and federal
allocations. Reiner, Colbert, and Perusse (2009) added that immediate disturbances which stem
from disciplinary issues in the classroom are often times the only open door many counselors see
when it comes to addressing mental health. Any long-term, sustainable programming is usually
left unattended or implemented in lieu of other tasks.
Crisis management. In extreme cases of crisis intervention when an unpredictable event
takes place, administrators and teachers look to the counselor as the main source of leadership in
terms of providing coping mechanisms for members of the school community (Studer, Baker, &
Camp, 2009). However, Wiger and Harowski (2003) added that even in times of crisis,
counselors are often pulled away from the student by a variety of operational duties. Usually,
they take on more administrative tasks along with principals and superintendents.
Additionally, pre- or post-crisis, counselors report that they are inadequately trained to
manage the tasks they are given in time of emergency. In initial training, for example, only onethird of participants in Allen et al’s study (2002) revealed that they had any sort of formalized
crisis training. In turn, those counselors who reported on dealing with actual crisis situations
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stated that they felt incredibly ill-prepared for the organic tasks which developed out of their
experience (Wiger & Harowski, 2003).
Peer mediation. Related to crisis intervention, one of the other primary mental health
counseling duties relates to the day-to-day conflict that arises between students and teachers. The
strategy of using an unbiased third party (primarily counselors) to resolve issues that take place
in the classroom has become more popular over the last two decades because it serves as an
alternative to corporal punishment methods once used as a primary method (Crawford & Bodine,
2001). Now, the idea is to allow students to resolve issues within a controlled and guided
environment.
The hope for schools is that peer mediation will eventually work to create groups of
students who are able to organically resolve conflict thereby decreasing the workload of
counseling professionals to deal with behavioral issues (Fast, Fanelli, & Salen, 2003). Previous
literature states that this will also help to cover shortfalls in more critical areas of mental health
counseling, such as crisis intervention. In short, schools with strong peer mediation programs are
more likely to have fewer incidences of violence and bullying, therefore, counselors are able to
focus their time and attention on other areas (Fast et al., 2003).
In theory, the idea of peer mediation is a relevant and useful tool for counselors; however
according to Winkelspecht (2007) there was very little in the way of evaluative research to
measure specific outcomes which result directly from conflict resolution efforts (Winkelspecht,
2007). Winkelspecht, developed this point by identifying two areas of concern in the field of
conflict resolution.
First, of the 20,000 plus peer mediation programs in the K - 12 setting in this country,
only a miniscule amount are evaluated. Jones (2004), for example, described the disparity from
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past research. His work identifies less than 0.1% of all programs have supporting research and
data.
Second, the information gathered by researchers such as Carruthers and Sweeney (1996),
Farrell, Meyer, and White (2005), Horowitz and Boardman, (1994), and Johnson, Johnson, and
Dudley (1992) looked solely at peer mediation through a simple causality paradigm. Essentially,
because mediation programs exist, that is the clear indicator of why conflict issues have declined.
However, research such as Winkelspecht's (2007) contends that effectiveness cannot be
measured in this way because secondary educational systems are multi-functional and dynamic
networks that each has a variety of influencers. Again, works such as Winkelspecht's pointed to
the varied nature of the counseling position. Wherein, the job can be difficult to gauge by any
standard metric as each school system can be an individualized educational environment.
School leadership. Counselors have long held marginalized positions as brokers of
education in that the position has often been utilized to fit changed and controlled in order to fit
state and system specific needs (Amatea & West-Olatunji, 2007). It is also no secret that as the
cultural landscape of schools change, the job duties of the counselor shift leaving a fragmented
list of outcomes and duties for returning and new entrants into the counseling field (Coll &
Freeman, 1997; Lambie & Williamson, 2004; Martin, 2002). Therefore, much of the literature
which exists on the field of educational leadership today is focused on traditional administrative
roles (principals, superintendents, coaches, etc), while counselors, are often left out of this
conversation (Spillane, Halverson, & Diamond, 2004).
Despite traditional research focusing on more traditional role players, there still exists
literature which implies that there is a drastic need for counselors to become leaders in key areas
within the educational system in terms of leading initiatives on curriculum, testing, professional
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development and community outreach (ASCA, 2005; Stone & Clark, 2001). For example,
Bemark (2000), Martin (2002), and Mulvenon, Stegman, and Ritter (2005) emphasized the need
for counselors to lead efforts to prepare students and teachers for state and federally mandated
high-stakes testing. Although this can lead to a certain level of contention for both researchers;
Bemark (2000) Martin (2002), and Mulvenon et. al. (2005) all suggested that it is absolutely
necessary for counselors to create a culture acclimated to achievement.
The next few sections of this review will look deeper into the role of counselors as
leaders within their educational settings as academic administrators, professional trainers, and
college and career trainers (intentional or otherwise). Research will show where counselors are
most commonly linked to positions of leadership. Additionally, previous literature will also help
to further formulate the dynamic role of the counselor.
Academic administrator. One of the more common overriding themes of research in the
last decade of educational accountability and standardized testing leads back to one of the more
heavily marginalized pieces of legislation in recent history - No Child Left Behind Act of 2001
(NCLB) (Martens & Witt, 2004). The theoretical purpose of NCLB was and is to increase the
accountability of teachers, standards of testing, and raise the test scores of students in the areas of
reading, writing, and mathematics to compete on an international level as well as close the gap
between minority and white school districts across the United States (U.S. Department of
Education, 2002). The U.S. Department of Education (2002) also utilized a measurement metric
Adequate Yearly Progress (AYP) which worked to measure year over year progress of school
systems in order to gauge the progress (or lack thereof) in student achievement.
Both sides of NCLB have their points. For example, proponents of the act tout the fact
that 90% of all students are now being taught by a highly qualified teacher, the achievement gap
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between white and minority students has diminished, and more than 450,000 students have
received high levels of tutoring (Carleton College, 2008). Paone and Lepkowski (2007) pointed
out that many of these gains are marginal in relation to the variety of shortfalls and negative
shifts in educational dynamics as a result of NCLB - especially with counselors and
administrators.
Previous literature concerning the effects of NCLB and the high-stakes testing culture
created by the legislation varies greatly. Paisely and Hayes (2003) which is an examination of the
cross-domain between counselors and student academic achievement and Gallassi and Akos
(2008) which identified the varied centralized strengths of school counseling programs, for
example, described a more broad set of changes which occur in the educational environment.
Although NCLB does create a need for schools to re-define the counselor’s role, both sets of
authors suggest that the legislation and additional state and federal assessments can be easily
incorporated into a school system by creating more developed training programs for counselors.
All together, McReynolds (2006), as well as and Duffy, Giordano, Farrell, Paneque, and
Crump (2008), on the other hand, focused their research on the underlying issues which become
present for counselors as student testing becomes a more assimilated portion of day to day school
operations. McReynolds (2006) stated that with an increased focus on schools to reach certain
level of academic attainment through standardized testing that the already diluted responsibilities
of the counselors and the scarce amount of resources available to them (counselors) stretches
even further. In turn, the already stressed relationship between counselors and teachers grows as
each are working to support their own educational missions.
Duffy et al. (2008) suggested that counselors should be proactive watchdogs in their
response to high-stakes assessment; essentially as leaders in providing insight into fixing the
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assessment model of education. Instead of attempting to make due with a minimal amount of
resources, their role should serve as a whistleblower with high stakes testing; ultimately, they
should identify within their school, the negative impact of testing on student life, their mental
health, and the educational culture. From there, they should be able to report on behalf of the
school what actual value of testing in their environment. Interestingly enough, this suggestion
highlights the proactive nature described by McLean (2006) and Baker (2001) who focused more
on the counselors as centralized figures in their own representation at the school and state levels.
Other researchers also suggest that the counselor role in regards to testing shift to a role
of advocacy. For example, The Education Trust (2009), not to mention the works by Beale
(2001) and Rigby (2002), added that there were a variety of correlations which existed between
personal and cultural factors such as bullying, depression, socioeconomic status, and student
home life and their ability to perform on academic assessments. Essentially, when students are
able to manage or deflect negative influences within their life, they are able to perform
academically at a higher level. Because counselors are trained to identify and counsel students
dealing with these issues, they should be able to work with upper-level administrators in part, to
suggest alternatives for measuring success with these students.
Peone and Lepkowski (2007) added to the criticism of NCLB as it relates to professional
counseling associations. They identify two tenets of the American School Counseling
Association (ASCA) which are counter-intuitive to one another. Peone and Lepkowski stated
that on one hand the ASCA emphasizes the importance of data and assessments to build the
educational environment; however, they also emphasized that one of the most foundational
responsibilities described by the ASCA is to support the academic achievement of every student.
Their point is that as admirable as those two goals may appear, it is difficult for both to exist in
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an educational setting because one works against the other. They suggest a more proactive and
relevant approach to counseling from professional organizations.
Finally, there is some literature which criticizes the role of counselors as the actual test
administrator and coordinator within each school system. Brown, Galassi, and Akos’(2004)
study of North Carolina school counselors and their role as leaders in organizing, disseminating,
and collecting test materials found that many of their respondents felt they were incredibly
unprepared for the task at hand. Specifically, that they were given little if any formal training
either from their counseling preparatory programs or from their state departments of education or
school systems in how to administer, coordinate, or properly manage testing. Additionally, the
researchers identified that within their study and on a national scale, utilizing counselors in this
role is a blatant misallocation of resources. Brown, Galassi, and Akos (2004) also stated that
instead of working as state and federal liaisons, counselors should be providing study skills
programming and educating students on time management and test anxiety.
Professional training. The Department of Education (2012) described the role of the
counselor as many researchers do in this literature review - as very diverse professionals who
manage a wide array of responsibilities under the umbrella of counseling; they counsel students,
organize administrative tasks, but the Department of Education states that because counselors
have such varied roles within the school environment they are also the primary point of support
and training for teachers in the classroom. Furthermore, they (counselors) should also be leaders
in any professional development made available to teachers.
Primarily, this is explained as a key focus because counselors are able to impart a wide
variety of skills and techniques onto teachers for them to use as management techniques in their
classroom (Otwell & Mullis, 1997). Myrick (2003) contended that it was true that counselors
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were sometimes overworked and unable to keep up with some of the tasks given to them, but
their position within the school was unlike any other. Therefore, they are at an advantage to not
only transmit their experiences onto the novice teacher but they are also able to serve as an
unbiased facilitator if needed wherein they can provide consultative counseling to teachers and
manage disciplinary issues which may arise in the classroom.
For example, Conrad (2006) highlighted the importance of the triad among students,
counselors, and teachers. Many times, if there are discipline issues within the classroom, the
strained relationship between teachers and students goes unresolved, because teachers are
required to adhere to a strict curriculum which requires little deviation from scheduled teaching.
However, counselors can serve as an intermediary between the two, by resolving conflict,
administering and referring disciplinary action, and following up on a student's performance, as
well as provide teachers with steps for resolving any issues which may continue, thereby
eliminating reliance on more corporal measures in order to manage the classroom (Conrad,
2006).
This also has implications for the previous section of this review in terms of student
testing. With the increases in accountability standards and performance measures put on both
teachers and counselors, it is imperative that they are able to learn from one another in order to
provide a high level of service (Isaacs, 2003). Additionally, this also allows teachers to take
responsibility of some of the counselor duties by effectively managing disciplinary issues and
developing their own classroom management programs which in turn takes some of the pressure
off of the counseling role (Isaacs, 2003).
The works of Otwell and Mullis (1997), which examined the varied relationship between
counselors and student achievement, and Clark and Amatea (2004), which reviewed the role of
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the counselor within the school system from the perspective of the teacher, both concluded in
their separate studies that there were a wide variety of reasons for counselors to be leaders in
teacher training. For example, Otwell and Mullis found in their study of counselor-led staff
development that many teachers responded positively to someone other than a principal or
administrator providing feedback on their ability to teach. Clark and Amatea found similar
results in their evaluation of teacher perceptions of counselors’ role in the school environment.
For example, one of the main themes described by Clark and Amatea is that counselors serve as
a warm intermediary which connects to school leadership. Essentially, that they serve almost as a
safe space for teachers to discuss challenges and issues within their classroom in an unbiased
environment.
However, one of the more resounding conclusions between the two is not just the
practical application of counselor-led training. Instead, it is the act of collaboration. Because the
two work in capacities which rely so heavily upon one another that the mere shared presence is
the ultimate key in creating a better school environment. Specifically, when there is adequate and
intention programming and resources within the school system to allow for increased
collaboration.
College and career planning. The last core area of responsibility which tends to fall
under the guidance of high school counselors is the area of college and career planning. This area
is also one which will be heavily discussed in the remaining two sections of this literature. The
first section will discuss the college and career planning and decision process from the
perspective of the student; and the second will highlight the relationship between counselor and
student. As for this segment, it will highlight the counselor’s role.
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College counseling. As a nation, the United States is beginning to place a much larger
emphasis on the need for post-secondary education (Carnevale, Smith, & Strohl, 2010). Much in
the same way that the industrial revolution era saw a need for a more trained workforce, the
nation faces yet another massive shift in the evolution of the highly-trained employee. By 2018,
it is predicted that there will be more jobs requiring a college degree than there will be qualified
candidates (Carnevale, Smith, & Strohl, 2010).
Additionally, there also remains strong linkage between level of degree awarded and
salary as well as higher levels of social status and quality of life (Danziger & Ratners, 2010).
Clinedinst and Hawkins (2009) also reported that the wage gap vastly favors those who attend
college, which creates some concern. If there is not an educated workforce, it can lead to lower
socioeconomic output for high school graduates.
Consequently, what is a counselor’s role in supporting the shift toward a more highlytrained workforce? The National Association for College Admissions Counseling (2014) gave a
very concrete answer. They stated that the counselor should plan classes which inform students
about college decision-making, review academic records and make suggestions for improvement,
discuss how to pay for college and explain what tests are required to meet admissions criterion.
The American School Counselor Association (2014) echoed this point by stating that the
role in regards to college readiness is to ensure that students are successfully prepared for life
beyond high school. This includes helping students develop their career aspirations by creating
workshops which can help them map out where they want to go in the college or career plan.
Part of this process is also described as fostering strong relationships with parents,
administrators, and the community to create an environment conducive to future student success.
Holland and Farmer-Hinton (2009) agreed that at its very core, the high school counselor

35

is the primary point person in developing sound college and career planning for high school
students. However, they argue that in context, this is a very difficult task to achieve, primarily
because the resources are not there. This means two things for counselors. First, they are more
than likely going to have to manage a much higher than expected student-to-counselor ratio
compared to what was previously discussed in this review (Corwin, Venegas, Oliverez, &
Colyar, 2004). Second, the amount of time spent on college counseling will become less and less
of a priority.
Another concern for counselors as they try to grapple the responsibility of college
preparation is resource allocation. In many cases, high schools are not able to procure relevant
and up-to-date brochures, training materials, and publications which will help them guide
students through the college process (Cooper & Liou, 2007). Therefore, counselors are left on
their own in many cases to develop material for students. This means developing their own
literature, lectures, and guidance plans for college preparation.
Research teams such as Cooper and Liou (2007); Corwin et. al. (2004); and Holland and
Farmer-Hinton (2009) also highlighted the disparity between what is being published as rules of
guidance by professional associations and the actual reality of the counseling profession. This is
especially relevant in regards to how associations view the day to day job duties of the field and
what is actually being accomplished those who are working in school systems Counselors’
understanding of the constructs of their job has never been in question, thus many of the remarks
made by these associations are moot. Instead, the huge discrepancy is in areas which are dictated
at levels far beyond the control of the counselor (Farmer-Hinton & McCullough, 2008).
Counselors, in all of their function, serve as one of the foundational keys to the future
success of many students by preparing them for an economy which will require them to be
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heavily skilled, trained, and educated (McKillip, Rawls, & Barry, 2012). Therefore, their role is
critical - not just in the context of counselor job satisfaction, but in the entire cycle of future
student success.
College Preparation in Context - The Student
Historically, the counselor position at the high school level has followed many of the
same lines of progression as postsecondary education (Lingwall, 2011). The matriculation
process of high school students to college has followed suit. Prior to World War I, very few
students attended college; however, public policy makers saw the utility in higher levels of
education and developed wide reaching legislation that opened the proverbial doors of colleges
and universities in America which included the Serviceman’s Readjustment Act, Higher
Education Act of 1965, and the development of Pell Grants and student loans (Lumina
Foundation, 2004). In the next few sections, this work will discuss some of the primary
influencers within the lives of students.
Influencers. Statistically, the last ten years of higher education in America have seen
large increases in enrollment across all institution types. In 2013, the National Center for
Education Statistics (2013) reported a record number of students enrolled in some form of postsecondary education (21.8 million). There have also been large increases in female students (12.5
million), full-time students (13.4 million), and minority students on campuses across America
over the last decade. African American students now make up 15.1% of college students which
is a 4.1% increase over the last decade. Hispanic students have witnessed similar increases, their
presence has increased by 4.4% in the same time frame (National Center for Education Statistics,
2013).
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With increases in net and diversified enrollment, the characteristics of the college student
are becoming more stratified (Lumina Foundation, 2004). Therefore, factors which play a role in
where and how students matriculate also become critically important, such as the role of the
family (Savage & Wortman, 2008), cultural influencers (Coy-Ogan, 2009), and the foundational
cornerstone of this research - counselors.
Family and cultural influences. Since the late 1990s, there has been a cultural shift in
the relationship parents have to their children’s education (Savage & Wortman, 2008). Although
there are many hypotheses on why this is happening, much of the research available attributes
this level of parenting to a few specific factors. First, public perception has brought about a
stronger focus on the behavior and psychology of the child in terms of their thoughts, feelings,
and emotions as indicators of their educational success (Hulbert, 2003; Stearns, 2003).
Second, as identified by Hofferth and Sandberg (2001), communication in terms of
dialogue and relationship building between parents and children has increased by over 25% in
the last 20 years. Meaning more parents are showing stronger levels of engagement in their
children's lives through activities such as volunteering within schools, attending extracurricular
activities and ultimately preparing students for life after high school, to some extent, even
beyond the point that they matriculate into college or choose a career path. Finally,
socioeconomic backgrounds are beginning to follow the first two patterns. Lareau (2003) pointed
out that even though lower-income children do not have as much parental involvement, their
parents still have much greater expectations than in previous generations.
Ultimately, this leads to a rift in research. On one hand, some literature states that there is
a very strong connection between the influence of parents and culture on a student’s choice in
college. However, other researchers state that this assumption is much more complex.
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In 2001, the University of North Carolina developed a research survey which was aimed
at the influence of parents on students who had recently matriculated into the institution.
Approximately 1,115 parents were surveyed concerning what they felt were some of the primary
factors which led to their decision to attend the institution. Researchers found that parents had a
very profound influence over their children’s college and career choice despite their feelings that
they should remain neutral throughout the process (Taylor, Harris, & Taylor, 2004). The research
study even found that in many cases students would completely avoid exploring specific college
majors or career fields if they did not have the full approval of their parents.
Noel-Levitz (2011) found very similar results. In 2011, the enrollment management
company surveyed over 530 parents of high school seniors to understand how they developed
perceptions of higher education. In their conclusion, Noel-Levitz suggested those who worked at
the higher-education level to develop content to engage students as well as parents.
Another enrollment management firm, Royall and Company (2012), took this a step
further by formulating an entire management plan for institutions to follow in order to increase
enrollment. Based on their study of 2,832 parents, they stated that parents play an absolutely
critical role in the college selection process; not just as influencers but as gatekeepers for
prospective colleges. Their data also reveals similar tenets of Lareau’s work in that this parental
control is also cross-cultural. Meaning in terms of African American, Hispanic, Caucasian, Asian
American and so on, parents still played a role as gatekeeper once their child began the college
selection process.
However, there is subsequent research on the subject which provides an alternative view
to the parental perspective - that of the student. Even in the same Noel-Levitz report, over 1,000
students who were surveyed on the appeal of college communication reported different numbers
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in terms of parental influence. For example, 37% of students reported they were the only ones
doing research on college, while only 27% of parents reported their children were the only ones
independently investigating schools. This data may tell us that among the data provided parents
and students alike, may have varied perceptions of the influence they feel they receive or give.
The same is true about the overall decision-making process. In the Noel-Levitz report
(2011), only 49% of students stated that deciding on college was a joint effort between both
parties; whereas 66% of parents said it was a joint decision. Additionally, 49% of students said
they were the sole decision maker in the college process; in turn, only 35% of parents said
students were sole deciders in their college future.
This disparity in response can also be seen in research by DePaul University (2012) who
conducted similar research on the parental influence in the college making decision of future
students. They found that only 26% of students felt their parents had a strong influence in their
college decision. On the other hand, 42% of parents stated that they had a strong influence on the
process.
However, it must be noted that in each of these studies, there are some glaring omissions.
For one, there is very little emphasis placed on statistical significance of these studies despite the
use of quantitative functions. Noel-Levitz, Royall and Company, and even DePaul provided
percentage-based results derived from their data, but they do not provide a basis as to how these
numbers should be extrapolated. In turn, much of the suggestive language used borders on the
anecdotal.
In comparison, there is quantitative literature which provides a more accurate snapshot of
the trends in parental and cultural influences. Noble, Roberts, and Sawyer (2006) released a
report which looks at the comparison of Caucasian and African American students’ college
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entrance exam score influences by utilizing a combination of Comparative Fit Statistics and a
Root Mean Square Error of Approximation to balance the hypothesized and Chi-Square models.
What the literature found was that despite minor influxes in data, both groups were statistically
similar in terms of influence; which ultimately landed back on the role of the family as a
predominant driving force in the future success of students.
However, even the Noble, Roberts, and Sawyer report has its drawbacks. For example,
they examine only two racial categories - African American and Caucasian. Additionally, there
is no clear distinction between factors such as geographic location, gender, and parental
education, which may provide critical additional insight into the phenomenon of parental and
cultural influence.
Aside from a statistical understanding, qualitative approaches also tend to support the
idea that despite a student’s response, in-depth interviewing shows that parental and cultural
influences play a primary role in college decision making. Across a wide variety of variables
including high-achieving students (Furukawa, 2011), African American (Hayden, 2000), and
Hispanic students (Settles, 2011), students identified that the relationship with parents, peers, and
other influencers within their culture played a large part in where and why the matriculated into a
college or university. In terms of counselors, influence, these studies show that external factors
can play an important role in providing a foundational understanding of life beyond high school.
Wartman and Savage (2008) provided a more developmental theoretical framework
which falls somewhere in the middle of both sides of the influence debate by providing insight
that neither students or parents have a more critical role in influence. Instead, the authors
conclude that both parents and students are usually progressing through very foundational stages
together. Therefore, their first response is to react off one another.
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Research from Hoover-Dempsey and Sandler (1997) and Kreider, Caspe, Kennedy, and
Weiss (2007) also indicated that aside from the level of influence, the role of the parent cannot
be diminished as it relates to involvement in their children’s lives. Students with strong parental
relationships have higher levels of social competence, greater aspirations for college, and
increased decision-making skills. Ultimately, this means that despite the level of influence,
students are afforded more resources to make intelligent decisions about their future if they have
this connection with their parents.
Counselor. Counselors’ influence on a student's decision to attend and their perceptions
of higher education have varied responses in research - much in the same way literature about the
parent’s role creates conflicting viewpoints (Hawkins & Clinedinst, 2007; McDonough, 2005;
Trusty & Niles, 2003). Overall, there is very little debate that high school counselors have the
potential to play a significant role in influencing high school students. Where the divide begins is
in the actual perception of the students themselves in how they perceive the function of the
secondary education counselor within the school setting (Hawkins & Clinedinst, 2007).
The National Association for College Admissions Counseling (2011) found that students
felt their high school counselors had a marginal influence on their college choice and
perceptions. Of those surveyed, only 19.2% stated that counselors had a considerable influence;
27.2% responded that counselors had little influence. Students felt that college marketing,
curriculum, and academic major selection all had higher places in their decision to attend.
Pyne et al. (2002) found similar results when they interviewed students in grades 7 - 12
about vocational interest. Instead of identifying counselors as key influencers, students stated
overwhelmingly that parents were the primary source of information in the college decision
making process. Alexitch et al. (2004) also identified that many students also reached out to their
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teachers in guiding them in their college choice. Subsequently, they viewed counselors as more
of secondary resource and less than half of all students in the study stated that they had never had
a formal meeting with their counselors about any subject, college planning, mental health, or
otherwise.
Again, this is not a matter of the counselors’ abilities to do their job. Instead, much of the
research available from works authors such as Alexitch et al. (2004) and Pyne et al. (2002)
focused more on the constraints of their role as the primary reason behind this disconnect with
counselors and students. As previously stated, counselors carry with them many roles outside of
just college and career planning. Parsad et al. (2003) pointed out that even though the purpose of
counseling and career planning is usually highlighted as a primary role, it often falls to the
bottom of the list of duties. Lawton (1998) added that counselors reported only 25% of their time
was spent attending to the college and career planning needs of students.
This is considered problematic among some researchers because on the other side of the
discussion, some researchers have found positive correlation between students and counselors.
Between the years of 2002 and 2004, over 20,000 sophomores and seniors in the top 10% of
their classes from a variety of high schools across the state of Texas were interviewed about the
influence of counselors on college preparedness (Frost, 2004). The primary researcher found that
not only does exposure to counselors lead to an increase in knowledge, many students reported a
strong rapport with their counselors even those from various socioeconomic background who
may have very little outside knowledge of the college process prior to speaking with their
counselors.
Similarly, Bryan, Moore-Thomas, Day-Vines, and Holcomb-McCoy (2011) used a
secondary dataset of 4,835 students on a national scale with the purpose of capturing the
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socioeconomic and academic performance characteristics of students across the United States.
They found that although a multitude of factors affect the influence and perceptions of high
school students as they progress towards college, counselors have the ability to operate as key
social players in this process. In many cases working with both parents, students’ social
networks, and college personnel to develop a path for students.
Both quantitative studies strongly suggest that when counselors and students are able to
connect, a positive relationship is formed. However, the opportunity for counselors to
accomplish this goal is difficult as they are required to manage so many different aspects of the
school environment. In turn, this skews how students perceive counselors (Perna & Thomas,
2008). Therefore, in some cases, leaving themselves predispositioned to ineffective college
counseling practices.
First generation college students. One of the primary initiatives of the Obama
administration according to the Department of Education (2014) was to put America on the map
as the country with the highest number of college graduates by the year 2020. In order to
accomplish this goal, legislation is being continually refined to promote access to more
underrepresented groups of the population including African Americans, Hispanics, and rural
constituents. Additionally, the president requested an additional $7.5 ($2.3 in higher education)
billion in education funding for the fiscal year 2013 to help in this effort (Department of
Education, 2014).
Out of this shift to open the doors of higher education comes a group of students who
transcend the boundaries of ethnicity, geography, and economic background - first generation
college students (National Center of Education Statistics, 2012). Although there is some
disagreement in the number of students from this group in terms of what classifies as a first
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generation college student, researchers have put the number on the low end at 31% (Somers,
Woodhouse, & Cofers, 2004). However, others have put this number much higher at a
percentage closer to 50% of the total student population entering college (Department of
Education, 2010). Additionally, 33% of students in the K - 12 system are currently considered
first generation college students if they plan to attend a college or university. For both sectors of
the population this number is considered significant; not only because it represents a large
majority of all students (K - 12 and college) but it is also characteristic which transcends race
and cultural background (Hirudayaraj, 2011).
Aside from the sheer number of students who are currently and planning on attending
college from this segment of the population, much of the research on the subject highlights the
specific attitudes, behaviors, and trends for first generation college students. This is particularly
true around areas where researchers assert put these students at an immediate disadvantage based
on their background (Balemian & Feng, 2013). Literature also suggests that high schools as well
as colleges need to do more in order to meet the needs of these students (Engle, 2007).
Much of the literature suggests that first generation college students are at an academic
disadvantage, because they tend to not have the inherent support and experience that their
counterparts are more apt to receive. In a 2001 survey, Choy (Choy, 2001) found that 84% of
non-first generation college students attended college immediately following high school
graduation. In comparison, only 54% of first generation high school students with parents who
completed high school followed this pattern, and of those whose parents did not complete high
school at all only 36% went down this path.
Similarly, first generation college students are twice as likely to drop out of college in the
first year in comparison to the general population of students (Chen & Carroll, 2005).
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Researchers also suggest that many of these students are ill-prepared academically during their
high school years to complete coursework at the college level because they tend to not receive
appropriate support prior to matriculation - either from school or family resources (Elkins,
Braxton, & James, 2000; Terenzini, Springer, Yaeger, Pascarella, & Nora, 1996). This leads to a
large at-risk population for academic failure as they progress from high school into college and
require more remedial coursework and institutional resources in order to stay engaged,
academically and socially, on campus.
Research from Lohfink and Paulsen (2005) also pointed to another set of factors which
affects their ability to attend college as well as stay enrolled- financial resources. Many times
families do not have the resources to pay for college or even to support students financially while
they attend. Therefore, much of the financial burden falls on the student to work while in school
which often affords the student little time to assimilate on campus and turn their focus towards
academics (Longwell-Grice, 2003). In turn, the risk of withdrawing from college increases
dramatically compared to those students who are financially capable of paying for college up
front (Lohfink & Paulsen, 2005; Longwell-Grice, 2003; Nunez, 1998).
First generation college students also receive less relevant systems of support from their
families and culture because their home life support systems tend to not have the appropriate
experience in order to prepare first generation students for the next - although this point is argued
among research about first generation college much in the same way differing viewpoints exists
about the nature of parental influence in all students. Olenchak and Hebert (2002), Rosas and
Hamrick (2002), and Saenz et al. (2007) stated that many of these students feel isolated on two
fronts. The first environment described is the one on campus. Very few first generation college
students are able to associate with many students on campus because they have never
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experienced many of the cultural norms among traditional college students including campus
norms such as Greek life and student organizations.
Second, these students sometimes develop a certain level of disconnect within the culture
where they were raised. Rendon (1992) added that as these students progress on campus, they
often leave behind the life they lived at home, and in turn experience a great deal of undue stress
in the process. Ultimately, they become students who feel isolated on two fronts.
Strayhorn (2006) and the Pennsylvania State University Office of Undergraduate Studies
(2012) noted that because parents have never experienced college they cannot provide support
for those who attend; not necessarily because they do not want to offer help, they just have the
resources of life experiences which are applicable. Additionally, lack of family structure is also
the foundation for a lack of trust among educational leaders at both the high school and college
levels. First generation students tend to avoid reaching out for help because they have never
associated figures of authority as having the skills to guide them academically or socially (Pike
& Kuh, 2005; Terenzini et al., 1996).
Alternative views of support systems for first generation college students argue these
points by adding that it is not that parents are diminishing the pursuit of a student attending
college (Barry, Hudley, Kelly, & Cho, 2009). On the contrary, Engle (2007) argued many
parents sacrifice a great deal financially and emotionally in order for their children to attend
college. However, as both sets of research show, what parents can provide is often times
ineffective because they have no relatable experiences. Oftentimes there is a bit of frustration on
parts of both the parent and the student because they operate in two different worlds with almost
completely different contextual experiences. Therefore, it is not a matter of effort in parenting or
support, it is a matter of context.
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Previous literature also exists which points to the lack of research on employability
among first generation college students. Mitchem (2009) argued that placing students with no
previous contextual knowledge of the highly skilled job market up against those from upper- and
middle-class families is a cause for concern, especially when a large presupposition of the job
market is that it will provide graduates with an equitable chance to attain a degree where these
students will be able pull themselves from poverty. Reay (2004) added that the world of work is
a complex set of rules and cultural norms guided by a dominant culture. Hirudayaraj (2011) built
on this point by stating that the focus for first generation college students right now is gaining
access to higher education. However, the shift should now be towards helping these students
acclimate to a globalized and modern society
Brown and Hesketh, as well as Redmond (2006), stated that because educational
institutions know very little about the subject of first generation college students beyond the
walls of higher education it should become a research priority. Additionally, Brown and Hesketh
suggested there is a great deal of data on the characteristics of students who are leaving high
school and entering college, and in turn there have been great strides in student development
programming. However, the focus needs to shift beyond the area of student development and
into functional areas beyond college graduation (Hirudayaraj, 2011).
Counselors and first generation students. Among the varied dynamics of the first
generation college student, high school counselors still maintain a role as the point person for
college preparedness (Engle, Bermeo, & O’Brien, 2006). However, even with this group of
students, many of the same recommendations and issues still arise about the role of the
counselors. For example, in Engle et. al. (2006) study many first generation students felt that
they had very little contact or support from their counselors. Even in the case of their work, the
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suggestion of Engle, Bermeo, and O'Brien is to decrease the student to counselor ratio.
Budryk (2013) pointed out the flaw in this logic through his article on the National
Association of College Admissions Counselors’ report on college going rates. Within Burdyk's
work he stated that there was a positive correlation among students when they are able to work
with counselors as well as their parents in order to develop a college plan. Unfortunately, Burdyk
asserted that this typically happens in schools which are already in an advantageous financial
position. Primarily due to the fact that in schools where counselors have the time to accomplish
this task, students are usually at a much greater socioeconomic advantage.
The purpose of highlighting the previous two sections of literature on first generation
college students and influencing factors is to develop an understanding of the types of students
that counselors work with on a daily basis. Additionally, this research focused on a
geographically rural area of Oklahoma, a state that is already one of the ten poorest and least
education states in the country (U.S. Census Bureau, 2014). Therefore, understanding the first
generation college student, helps to develop the bigger picture of a counselor's duties in
preparing students for college. The next section of this literature review will identify the crosssection between counselors and students.
Counselor and Student Cross Section
In the first two sections of this review, previous research helped to outline the varied
factors which define the role of both counselors and their students. What is left to understand in
support of the purpose of this dissertation is the unique relationship which is developed out of the
interaction between both groups. Although, there have been points in this review which have
highlighted specific characteristics, there is still much to be learned.
Theoretical Approaches. Moving forward, this section will highlight various theories
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which work to describe the relationship between counselor and students. Historically, there have
been three primary schools of thought which have created the foundational basis for counseling
in America’s school system. First, is the Adlerian approach (Fallon, 2004). Within Adler’s
theory on counseling the goal of the counselor is to resolve and adjust students who have a
distorted view of what is considered right and wrong. Adlerian counseling also takes into
account factors such as culture, race, and gender as they can positive or negative influences on
student's lives (Watts, 2014). The ultimate goal is to get students to a place where are able to
effectively manage issues such as inadequacy, power struggles, revenge, and non-positive
attention (Fallon, 2004).
Next, is the Rogerian view of counseling. Within this method of counseling, the goal is to
utilize positive reinforcement at all times with students. Additionally, counselors always
maintain a warm, open, and non-judgmental attitude with students in order to create an authentic
counseling environment. This is done primarily to promote students to open up about issues
within their lives instead of shutting down as they would in an authoritative environment
(O’Hara, 1995; Rogers, 1992).
Rogerian counselors also take on the role of an environmental facilitator (Rogers, Lyon,
& Tausch, 2013). Rogers, Lyon, and Tausch further add that in this style of counseling
educational environments in terms of counseling, college preparation or other counselor-student
interactions were not necessarily about the counselor identifying specific positives or influences
in the lives of the student. Instead, the goal is for students to develop their own ideas about these
areas through various methods of discovery and self-growth.

Finally, emotive therapy has become one of the cornerstone theories for school
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counseling. Ultimately, the purpose is to help students mitigate irrational thought within their
own perceptions. Because students in emotive therapy are often thought to have perceptions
about reality which are perceived as irrational, counselors work to provide a more accurate view
of reality (Thompson & Henderson, 2007). In addition to perceptions about reality, Vernon and
Bernard (2006) work on the application of emotive counseling practices in public school settings
add that emotive counseling builds upon developing a student's core competencies to achieve in
areas such as social responsibility and academic achievement including areas such as college
preparedness. In Bernard's (2006) other work on areas of social competency in public education
(2006) he states that the relationship between counselors and students in terms of developing
academic as well as social concepts is crucial in the future success of the student and the school
environment, thus emotive therapy needs to operate as very necessary function in the relationship
between both student and high school counselor.
In a spin-off of emotive therapy, Beck’s cognitive behavior therapy works to accomplish
the same goal. However, instead of counselors working solely to align the thoughts of students,
both parties are responsible for setting and attaining goals. Beck’s approach is built on the
premise that this will empower students to make positive change in their lives through the help
and support system of a high school counselor (Goode, 2000; Sussman, 2006).
Currently, these foundational theories are still integrated into current requirements for
many counselor education programs as they provide the basis for developing the relationship
with students (Connecticut School Counseling Association, 2001). However, there have been
calls from several publications to develop counseling theories which can be used in a postmodern context to more accurately define the relationship between counselors and students
which would include how current theories have and should adapt to growing and diversified

51

populations such as first generation (Paisely & McMahon, 2001; Palladino-Schultheiss, 2003).
More importantly, a current shift in theoretical understandings will also help counselors to
create accountability standards for their state and regional school systems (Cohen-Vogel, 2011).
One of the more relevant theories being utilized in the counseling profession is Perna and
Thomas’ (2008) conceptual model, which combines influences from the fields of education,
psychology, sociology, and economics (McKillip, Rawls, & Barry, 2012). Within this theory,
Perna and Thomas state that students do not operated in a vacuum. Instead, each student is
bombarded with a deluge of environmental and contextual influences on a daily basis (Perna &
Thomas, 2008). Therefore, successful student and counselor relationships must be considered
from a longitudinal perspective because their formation of student perspectives draws on
variables from a lifelong journey.
The Perna and Thomas model is also considered a relevant counseling theory because it
was built out of research of college student development. Because, researchers worked
backwards to create an understanding of the high school student, counselors are more aptly able
to put this theory in practices. Specifically when it comes to creating agenda-driven
programming for students (McKillip et. al., 2012).
Within the same context as Perna and Thomas’ conceptual model, the idea of social
capital serves as the framework for the role of the counselor. Within the theory of social capital,
relationships are thought to provide resources for each person involved. In terms of education,
families are thought of first and foremost as the primary social capital for students. Parents,
siblings, and their surrounding culture are thought to provide a majority of students’ information,
norms, and support (Coleman, 1988; Hetherington, 1998).
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Some social capital theorists (Kim & Schneider, 2005; Lin, 2001; Tierney, 2002) state
that in the case of many students when parents are unable to provide a certain level of support to
their students, the counselor takes on that role. In turn, they are able to help students shape their
expectations of college and fill in the gap from where family support mechanisms fail. Research
also suggests that many students who are engaged in high levels of school-focused social capital
are also more likely to take part on campus, attain educational goals, and stay in school (Bryk &
Thum, 1989; Israel & Beaulieu, 2004).
Beyond interpersonal theories, one of the landmark theoretical frameworks being utilized
by researchers to described the counselor - student relationship is Holland’s Theory of Interest or
RIASEC which focuses on the functional attributes of students and the measure to which it
applies to future vocational skills (CareerKey, 2015). At its core, Holland’s theory asserts that
individual personalities tend to match better with specific environments. Primarily, he breaks
down personalities into six different categories Realistic (R), Investigative (I), Artistic (A),
Social (S), Enterprising (E), and Conventional (C).
Beyond the conventional basis of Holland’s work, many authors have gone on to interpret
and expound upon the RIASEC model, specifically in terms of counseling. Anderson (1993)
adds that the educational environment is the perfect setting for counselors to utilize variations of
the Holland model because students are already engaged in developing their own skills. Schooler
(2001) builds upon Anderson’s thought process by stating that high school counseling is the
perfect time to link interest to employment through college planning.
Last, it is not so much an organized theory but a mode of thinking about the field of
counseling as it pertains to students - the student to counselor ratio. The previous section
discussed a wide range of theories which help to develop social and cognitive skills of students
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as well increase their awareness of various college and career programs. However, one of the key
landmarks of each one, and to a certain extent, a criticism, is that they require a certain level of
time between both parties.
One of the common themes among researchers in the field of counseling and their
subsequent theories is that when counselors have more time to spend with students, positive
correlations begin to develop (Sink & Stroh, 2003; Whiston, Tai, Rahardja, & Eder, 2010).
However, even beyond the college preparedness understanding, other areas begin to see impact.
For example, when student counselor ratios are lower students are also more likely to withdraw
more out of their education as well behave better in class (Carell & Carrell, 2006).
Therefore, it is critical that counselors have time to spend with their students. If this
relationship does not exist, then there is little purpose for counseling theory as it is an almost
imperative requirement for counselors to have that time in front of students. The next chapter of
this work describes the research methods used to understand the phenomenological experiences
of counselors within their work environments.
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Chapter 3
Methodology
As described in Chapters 1 and 2, the field of high school counseling is facing a diverse
set of issues which has a direct impact on future college preparedness for current and future
generations of students. The purpose of this study was to understand the experiences of
counselors as they manage, define, and understand their own role within the school system
through the investigation of three research questions:
1. How do counselors manage college readiness in their own secondary school
systems
2. What perceptions do counselors have about their ability to manage the future
collegiate success of their students?
3. In what ways do counselors find meaning and value within the high school
environments where they work?
The methodology chapter starts by explaining the research design, the methods used to describe
the counselor experience, and an understanding for how those experiences will be described.
Research Design
Research design is the overall focus and approach to a specific research project (De Vaus,
2001). Additionally, De Vaus stated that research design sets the blueprint for organizing and
explaining research approaches. This section describes the epistemology, theoretical perspective,
methodology, and methods for collecting data.
Epistemology. Primarily, an epistemological paradigm is an understanding of how we as
humans gain knowledge. Epistemological perspectives in research seek to explain what we know
as knowledge, and how we gain this understanding (Vasilachis de Gialdino, 2009). Ultimately,
this dimension of research begins to build to develop questions to ask, samples for research, and
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the underlying reasoning behind developing certain types of inquiry (Guba & Lincoln, 1998;
Harding, 1987).
There are essentially three epistemological perspectives: objectivism, subjectivism and
constructivism (Crotty, 1998). Objectivism and subjectivism exists as viewpoints which believe
that an objective reality does exist and that certain truths are upheld within that viewpoint.
However, constructivism follows the idea that instead of one objective reality, meaning is
socially developed and constructed (Crotty, 1998).
For the purpose of this research, the epistemological framework used was social
constructivism. Within this epistemological paradigm, thoughts, feelings, emotions, and actions
are not necessarily immediate responses to certain stimuli, but are responses to our construction
of those stimuli. In essence, constructivism coincides with an objective reality (Andrews, 2012).
However, at its very foundation, the idea of the world of a socially constructed world is focused
on how knowledge is developed and understood (Andrews, 2012). Therefore, this
epistemological perspective supports the idea that while knowledge may exist objectively, there
are varied ways in how said knowledge is developed, understood, and translated (Glesne, 2006).
In the case of counselors, the assumption is that their reality is created by the social
constructs which surround their job. Additionally, the environment in which they operate is
considered to be a complex, interwoven system of social influencers. Because the
epistemological acquisition of knowledge is believed to be socially constructed, this also means
that this research did not seek to find a right or wrong answer, instead the goal was to bring
context and understanding to the role of the school counselor (Glesne, 2006).
Theoretical perspective. As previously mentioned, this study focused on a
phenomenological perspective which looked to describe “meaning, structure, and the essence of
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the lived experience” (Patton, 2002, p. 104) through a theoretical perspective or foundational
viewpoint which views the world as a set of socially constructed ideas. The goal of the
phenomenological perspective was also to provide rich detail and perspective by understanding
the experiences of high school counselors. However, beyond just what is known from a
phenomenological standpoint, this work was grounded in an even deeper theoretical framework interpretivism.
Primarily, the interpretivist model was chosen because the viewpoint seeks to gain
understanding and take on the ontological perspective also known as the nature of being (Smith,
2003). This identifies a reality that dictates what we know is a constantly changing social
construction that transcends far beyond the perspective of individuals. It is developed from
interactions and complex environments created by a group of people who share common
identifiers - in the case of this study, public high school counselors in rural Oklahoma. Glesne
(2011) added that this is why it is important to understand the perspective of several people who
may be experiencing the same phenomena, then cultural patterns can be developed which help to
identify connections among participants and create a deeper and richer understanding.
In terms of the interwoven connection between a socially constructed epistemological
view and an interpretivist theoretical perspective there is some crossover. Schwandt (1994)
described both as means of describing lived experiences through social actors. However, they
serve two different purposes in this study. As an epistemology, the focus is on explaining the
acquisition of knowledge and truth (DeRose, 2005). Therefore, the socially constructed
epistemological stance is one which describes truth, knowledge, and understanding as they
develop through social interactions.
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An interpretivist theoretical framework also supports the notion of social construction but
also develops the idea that multiple interpretations may exist, thus this research study was
designed with multiple counselors in mind (Crotty, 2005). The theoretical framework also serves
to guide the research (Butin, 2009) while the epistemological foundation operates as the
overriding understanding of how information is acquired and understood.
Crotty further added that at its roots, the interpretivist perspective developed in stark
contrast to the causality driven research perspective through the early work of German
sociologist Max Weber (1864 - 1920) who explained that verstehen (understanding) should be
the main focus of social sciences. Wilhem Dilthey (1833 - 1911), a German psychologist agreed
with Weber’s idea that social science should be viewed differently than empirical research;
however, he believed that they are not only different but exist within different realities, thus they
require different approaches (Dilthey, 1972).
Beyond Dilthey and Weber’s understanding of interpretivism there have been many other
researchers such as Wilhelm Windelband (1848 - 1915) and Heinrich Reikert (1863 - 1936) who
dismissed Dilthey’s view of multiple realities and instead support the idea that there is a logical
distinction between approaches to understanding the natural world (Crotty, 2005). Eventually,
this became known as idealism - the idea that the world and ideas cannot exist independently.
Schwandt (2007) added that because these two worlds are inseparable, it also means that there is
no one direct understanding of the world, but individual interpretations.
Crotty also notes that under an interpretivist research framework there are three primary
categories: phenomenology, interactionism, and hermeneutics. Phenomenology approaches the
idea of lived experiences not from the perceptions of thoughts, ideas and actions from a literal
sense (Sheehan, 2014). Instead as Moustakas (1994) who focused on the early beginnings of
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phenomenological understanding states it is about the thoughts, feelings and perceptions around
how one views a specific experience. Moustakas explained the idea in a very basic sense "not the
real object but the phenomenon, not the tree but the appearance of the tree" (p. 29). This study
focused on describing the relationship of high school counselors through a phenomenological
methodology by understanding how counselors translate and understand the lived experiences of
their counseling positions.
The interpretivist framework also guides what we know of methods and research
questions. Creswell (2003) adds that because researchers are interested in participant’s views,
they tend to utilize a variety of qualitative research methods which are more effective in
withdrawing lived experiences. Patton and Cochran (2002) describe some of these methods as indepth interviews, observations, and thematic analysis which will be described at length in the
next section.
Within the interpretivist framework, this work sought to identify what, if any, symbolic
connection counselors had to their position through symbolic interaction theory. At its core, this
theory posits that facts, information and knowledge are not only socially constructed but are
developed and directed by symbols which arise through the continually reciprocating
relationship people have within their social interactions (Aksan, Aydin, & Demirbuken, 2009).
Essentially, the theory states that individuals obtain meaning through symbols which are created
through social relationships built within a specific paradigm (Aksan et. al., 2009).
The theory can be primarily attributed to the social theorist George Herbert Mead who
believed that symbols were specific means through which people thought and communicated
(Ashworth, 2000). Mead also believed that symbols brought about a level of order and hierarchy
within specific social groups. This means social actors would find not only shared meaning in a
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symbol but a specific systematic understanding of how it affected their own life (Korgen &
White, 2008).
Herbert Blumer, a student of Meads' further developed the theory by adding that meaning
is something attached to objects or phenomena. Blumer also stated that at its core, meaning is
something that is physically attached to a person (Aksan, Aydin, & Demirbuken, 2009).
Ultimately, as Blumer adds, people develop their attitudes, values and norms based on how
meaning is proposed to them through social interaction (Poloma, 1999).
Within the context of counselors this study identified if any symbolic interactions are
shared within the social context of the secondary education setting specifically as it related to
phenomenology. This work also sought to identify if symbols guide any form of hierarchy
among counselors; specifically as it relates to the lived and shared experiences of the counseling
profession.
Methodology. Primarily, a research methodology is an explanation of how research and
inquiry should proceed once an epistemological perspective has been developed (Schwandt,
2007). Howell (2007) contended that a good methodology consists of a plan of action for
carrying out research. It also helps to guide the design process of creating various methods which
will then be used to collect data and observe what we know of the environment and people being
studied within qualitative research.
Because this research was focused on the lived experiences of high school counselors and
how they construct meaning in their own roles, the methodological approach was centered
around what is known as phenomenology. Historically, phenomenology arose as a philosophical
concept led by German scientist and philosopher Edmund Husserl. Within his conceptual
development, Husserl believed that in order to fully understand in a rational manner the scientific
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processes of the world, one must also take into account the human response (Churchill & Wertz,
2014). Husserl also believed that within spatial human consciousness all experiences had specific
intentions or meaning as they related to the specific individual (Stanford University, 2013).
Meaning no specific experience has one absolute intention or truth. Instead, it is constructed on
the premise of individual context.
During the infancy of the phenomenology movement, much of the focus was on the
attachment to scientific and empirical methods. However, during the 20th century intellectual
movement with the rise of existential philosophers such as Heidegger, Sartre, and MerleauPonty, phenomenology developed as a framework for explaining the plight of human existence
as a response to previous philosophical platforms such as ethics and logic which focused
specifically on the pure meaning of truth and morality (Stanford, 2013). In turn, much of the
focus turned away from trying to develop sweeping conceptual explanations of psychology and
social experiences to one more focused on individualized understanding within a specific
environmental context (Churchill & Wertz, 2014).
Husserl’s idea of phenomenology also focuses on moving towards a place of research
autonomy. Within his practice and teachings, he believed that researcher’s presuppositions,
biases, and previous experiences should be eliminated from their approach toward observing the
natural world. Martin Heidegger, a student and assistant of Husserl, take this a step further by
adding that not only do presuppositions need to be eliminated to effectively observe, but also to
withdraw meaning from the lived experiences of those being studied (Lopez & Willis, 2004).
Over time, the difference in Heidegger’s concept became known as descriptive phenomenology
which lays the groundwork for how social researcher utilizes the methodology today (Lopez &
Willis, 2004).
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Identifying the shared experience. In terms of supporting the phenomenological
approach, the goal of this research was to describe the issues within the counseling profession as
a group of common shared experiences. Specifically, methods utilized =worked to understand
how counselors attempted to manage the increase in student to counselor ratios, decreases in
funding and personnel support, and identified what strategies they used to deal with the
phenomenon of school counseling as a profession; specifically in terms of preparing for students
for college and future career success.
Van Manen and Adams (2010) stated that in terms of developing a phenomenological
framework for the field of education - the purpose is not to differentiate what is and is not part of
a certain phenomenon. Instead, the goal is to interpret the entire contextual experience of those
involved. The authors also added that as a basic human relationship, the interaction between
adult and student in any capacity is inherently a phenomenological experience. Saevi (2011)
builds on this idea by stating that within our cultural development, part of understanding the
basic principles of human nature stem from what experiences are shared, withheld, and created.
Therefore, this research looked at what practical steps were being taken by counselors to
manage student preparedness for college. However, the purpose was also to look beyond what is
known and explore the thoughts, feelings, and emotions of counselors in their current roles.
Specifically, where they withdrew value from their jobs, what perceptions did they have about
the future of the counseling profession, and the outlook they had for students within their school
environments.
Site of research. This study focused on understanding the shared experiences of the high
school counselor within rural high schools. Therefore, research took place at six sites located in
Tulsa, Mcintosh, Muskogee, and Creek counties which are rural and economically diverse areas
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located in Northeastern Oklahoma. These high schools were chosen as they represent a crosssection of schools which not only see an economically diverse group of students but have also
dealt with a majority of budget restrictions within the state over the last decade. The specific
high school counselors also had the option to decide where they feel most comfortable
conducting interviews.
The state of Oklahoma has an estimated population of 3,911,338 with most residents
coming from the two primary metro areas of Tulsa and Oklahoma City (U.S. Census Bureau
(2012). In terms of demographics the state is 72.2% Caucasian, 7.4% African American, 8.6%
Native American, 1.7% Asian and 4.7% come from a variety of other small diverse groups (U.S.
Census Bureau, 2012).
Participant selection. Participants were selected by using a method known as purposeful
sampling. Within purposeful sampling, the goal is to make a set of strategic decision throughout
the selection process which helps to develop a set of participants which are most aligned with the
study at hand (Payls, 2008). Creswell (2005) further added that the main focus behind purposeful
sampling is to find a group of participants who are rich in information in order to provide deeper
insight and meaning into the phenomenon at hand. Essentially, researchers can use a wide array
of selection practices in order to identify a proper group of participants that may vary throughout
the research process.
.

Participants for this study also had to meet the following criteria in order to be selected:
●

Minimum qualifying degree or certification for employment as a counselor in
Oklahoma.

● Job responsibilities include counseling high school seniors.
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● Work at a high school located in the correct geographical area.
● No pre-existing personal relationship with the researcher.
● An authentic interest in the study at hand.
Before the process began, the first step was to make initial contact with all counselors.
That was first done through emails sent to each counselor. Appendix C provides a stock outline
of the body of the email. Once a counselor indicated interest in the study, they were then asked to
provide qualifying information. The sampling goal was to find between four and ten interested
respondents.
Although this was an initial goal, consideration was given to research saturation. Bogdan
and Biklen (2007) define this scenario as one where gathered information begins to become
redundant and continuation would only yield a “diminished return” (p. 69). The hope was that
because this was a phenomenological-interpretivist approach, data yielded would only have
minimal crossover.
To keep the identify of all participants anonymous, all names, and employing high
schools were pseudonyms which were chosen at random or redacted altogether. Additionally,
only my advisor and myself had access to the real names of each counselor and their schools.
That information was kept in an encrypted file to ensure anonymity.
Prior to the start of any research activities, each selected respondent was also given a
summary of the study. The summary outlined possible risks, anonymity policies, an overview of
the study at hand, researcher contact information, as well as a section for consent. Participants
were then given ample time to reflect and ask any questions they had about the study. If they still
wished to proceed, they were required to give written consent. That information was then stored
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securely. Appendix D provides a detailed consent form.
During the interview sessions, if counselors became emotionally distraught, mental health
information was also available for them. Although there was no immediate risk for participants,
it was important to provide a supportive environment for counselors. However, if they felt, or I
as the researcher felt they were too emotionally compromised they could have been eliminated
from consideration for the study although this did not happen.
Methods. Lived experiences take place in a variety of contexts. The purpose of data
collection methods in qualitative research is to capture in its most accurate representation, the
essence of the lived experiences of those at the base of a research project (Onquegbuzie, Leech,
& Collins, 2010). Specifically, one of the primary goals within phenomenological research
methods is to look beyond a specific hypothesis or set of goals to describe an environment. In
addition to abandoning a more goal-oriented approach; one of the primary keys is to eliminate
preconceptions about a research group. This is done to develop a description of an environment
built without research or external bias (Husserl, 1970).
With that in mind, this body of work was designed to take away all preconceived notions
of the counseling profession which included conventional understandings. Along that same
thought process, the goal was also to take away any comparative analyses of educational or
counseling constructs to what has been learned from participants. Instead, the sole source
developed in this project was by the thoughts, responses, and observations of counselors within
their own environment. Ultimately, this task was completed through a variety of
phenomenologically appropriate methods such as in-depth interviewing and participant
observation (Stanley & Wise, 1993).

65

In terms of qualitative methods, there are variety ways to uncover and capture the
thoughts, feelings and experiences of those within a research project. Glesne (2011) added that
capturing the essence of lived experiences through qualitative methods involves understanding a
layered and interwoven description of lived experiences. Although this can be done in a variety
of ways, Towns and Ashby (2014) added that strategies such as in-depth interviewing are often
used in qualitative research as they provide the ability for open discourse between participant and
researcher. Glesne (2011) also stated that within a qualitative research perspective that methods
such as observation are better served as a means to interpret or deconstruct instead of quantify.
Van Manen and Adams (2010) stated that one of the primary goals within
phenomenological research is to look beyond a specific hypothesis or set of goals in order to
describe an environment. In addition to abandoning a more goal-oriented approach, one of the
primary keys of developing good data is to eliminate preconceptions about a research group.
This is done to develop a description of an environment built without research or external bias
(Husserl, 1970).
Data Collection
In-depth interviewing. One of the primary research methods used in qualitative
methodology and in this body of work is the in-depth interview. Boyce and Neal (2006) state that
developing a list of open-ended questions which allow participants the opportunity to expound
upon their understandings, perceptions, and feelings towards a specific phenomenon is what
gives this research a distinct advantage over other methods. In-depth interviews also give
participants the opportunity to construct specific meaning out of the questions being asked.
Because the questions in this study were open-ended, simple responses such as “yes” or “no”
were not given. Instead, the goal was to turn each question into another point within the
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conversation between researcher and participant. Appendix A is the interview guide for this
study, which has a list of the initial interview questions to be asked. It also shows how each
segment of interview questions supports the larger research questions.
In respect to keeping the interview method within the context of phenomenology, the
questions asked and the talking points that help guide the interview were focused on finding
meaning in the participants’ responses (Bentz & Shapiro, 1998; Kensit, 2000). Since
phenomenology is focused on creating rich descriptions of phenomena, it is key for researchers
to create an environment where participants are able to meet this task. Not only does this mean
that researchers must be careful in what they ask, but they must also pay attention to how certain
questions are asked, and when they are asked in the process.
Although there was a series of open-ended questions, the conversations between
counselors and myself were not solely dictated by research areas. Instead, the mission was to
create a rapport through conversation and open communication. Once that was established, I
worked to organically place the various points of the interview guide into the discussion.
Eliminating agenda. Moustakas (1994) stated that within phenomenological interviews,
there are two primary questions:
1. What have you experienced in terms of phenomenon?
2. What events influenced your experience of this phenomenon?
The phenomenon in this study was the connection counselors had to college guidance as
well as other counselors. Therefore, three research questions were developed to expound upon
Moustakas’ phenomenological approach:
1. How do counselors manage college readiness in their own secondary school systems?
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2. What perceptions do counselors have about their ability to manage the future collegiate
success of their students?
3. In what ways do counselors find meaning and value within the high school
environments where they work?
The purpose of utilizing such specific questions was not done to drive an agenda. Instead,
these research questions served as a starting point for the conversation with each participant.
Each of the interview questions also served this purpose. They were utilized only to help develop
the rich description of the counselor experience.
Non-Participant Observation. In addition to in-depth interviews, site visits to each high
school were conducted within the study to develop non-participant observations. The point of
this exercise was to help develop an understanding of the counselors' environments. Although,
students and counselors were aware of my presence, the goal was to input myself as just an
observer and in no way did I be take part in any group activities or exercises. Instead, I took
notes on the school environment and the demeanor and attitudes of students towards the
counselor’s practices. Appendix B works as a guide to follow when observing different
classroom experiences. Additionally, because class sizes were smaller and tended to have a
standard group of people on a regular basis, this type of participation was not going to be covert;
however, as mentioned previously, I purposefully excluded myself from all activities within the
classroom.
Documentation. Creswell (2007) stated that developing a significant amount of external
documentation can help in the description of a qualitative environment. Therefore, I kept a
journal throughout the process which reflects my thoughts, feelings, and emotions from each of
the participant interviews and observations. This also helped to keep my own subjectivities in
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check. Field notes were also used throughout the data collection phase which helped to identify
various statements or observations that may were of use in understanding the lived and shared
experiences of counselors.
In addition to field notes analytic memos were used in order to track my thoughts,
feelings and emotions throughout the observation process. The purpose of analytic memos were
to keep track of notes during the observation process in order to connect certain themes and
patterns later on in the research process (University of California - Davis, 2012). Analytic
memos can often be just a few sentences up to whole paragraphs, but serve the purpose of
providing connection to specific points of observation for later recollection (University of
California - Davis, 2012).
Data Analysis. This study also employed Creswell’s (2007) six-step process for
analyzing data in a phenomenological study. First, all data was collect and then cataloged by
date, time, location and counselor. Second, data was transcribed and thoroughly reviewed and
additional field notes were added by me in order to add specific cues such as body language
which were observed during data collection. Along with cataloging the specific counselor
interviews and classroom activities, each school environment were described based on themes
such as mood, student participation, counselor demeanor, etc.
Significant statements from the transcription data and field notes were also categorized
into major themes such as college readiness, counselor perception and school environment; this
was done in order to organize and understand the experiences of counselors. Next, the major
themes were broken down into subsections which worked to describe how the phenomena at
hand was experienced by counselors. Finally, the events, themes, and notes were developed into
a narrative which described the collective understanding of the high school counselor
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Trustworthiness. Two methods were used to develop a stronger understanding of the data
captured using recorded interviews. The first was member checking. Harper and Cole (2012)
described this as the process of involving participants in the process of checking transcriptions.
Harper and Cole (2012) added that during or after the interview process the interviewer will
restate or summarize the information collected from the participant in order to determine if the
information given was accurately. Participants were allowed to clarify statements and provide
alternative interpretations if needed. This gave each of the counselors an opportunity to play an
active role in the development of the phenomenological description. Therefore, once interviews
were fully transcribed, counselors were provided with a copy in case they wanted to ask follow
up questions or provide additional information. If a participant, or in this case a counselor agreed
with the statements conveyed during the member checking process, it is believed to have validity
(Creswell, 2007).
Second, is peer debriefing; a process through which a researcher utilizes fellow peers in
order to increase the validity of their research by providing additional perspectives on the
research at hand (Barber & Walczak, 2009). In this process, I had the opportunity to utilize a
fellow peer within the educational leadership doctoral program, advisor, or colleague to look
over documents, statements, developed themes and ask why certain processes and methods were
taken. They were also meant to ask challenging questions of the researcher as well as provide an
outlet for open discussion and dialogue about the participant development (Lincoln & Guba,
1985). Although this wasn't specifically utilized, I had several candidates available who were
willing to help.
Pilot study. In the Fall of 2014 a pilot study was done at four rural high schools located
in Northeastern Oklahoma. The four counselors were interviewed over the course of several
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months in order to better understand their perspective on the lived experiences of preparing high
school students for life beyond high school. The article "The Secondary Education Counselor: A
Phenomenological Approach to Understanding the Field in Practice" was then submitted to the
Journal of School Counseling for publication.
From the interviews - three major themes developed. First, counselors felt that they had
little time to focus on preparing students for life beyond high school. Counselors felt strong
emotional and spiritual connections to their fellow staff due largely in part to the bond of
managing the same issues. Finally, counselors felt that mandatory assessments at the state and
federal levels dominated their responsibilities throughout the school year and often left little time
for any other counseling responsibilities.
This study sought to build on the pilot study by interviewing a larger group of counselors.
In addition, participant observation will also become an integral part of the data collection
process. In turn, understanding the lived experiences of counselors will become much more
accessible through viewing their counseling responsibilities first hand.
Subjectivity statement. The primary method used in order to identify my preconceptions
and biases was bracketing. Because phenomenology is focused on describing the lived
experiences of others, the purpose within bracketing is to withdraw, organize, and describe the
researcher’s biases, presuppositions, experiences, and relatable context to the subject being
studied. This also helped to mitigate and identify any influence I researcher may have had on a
respondent during our interactions and communications throughout the study (Gearing, 2004).
Phenomenological methodologies do not intend to prove or disprove specific hypotheses,
thus there is a minimal amount of research validity attached to this body of research. The
utilization of bracketing helped in this effort by increasing the validation of my approach. It also
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served to work as a guide in case there were signs of influence within data collection (Ahern,
1999).
The main tool used in order to bracket my biases as a researcher was a reflexive journal.
Because this research involved a great deal of one-on-one in-depth interviewing and observation,
there were times that I, as the primary researcher, had to evaluate my thoughts and feelings.
Using a journal to document how I felt about what was being observed helped me to eliminate
any bias from my communication with participants (Ahern, 1999; Wall, Glenn, Mitchison, &
Poole, 2004). .
The research done in this project was completed through a qualitative research
perspective. Because I was interested in the thoughts, feelings, understandings, and learned
experiences of counselors within their own environment, utilizing a variety of key qualitative
methods such as in-depth interviewing and participant observation helped to provide a more
developed picture of the role counselors played in preparing students for college (Creswell,
2014).
Within the qualitative approach, one of the primary tools used to develop various levels
of understanding was inductive reasoning. In this case, that meant taking what was learned from
counselors’ responses to questions which focused on their role in terms of helping students
prepare for college and develop themes from what was being observed. Ultimately, this was done
to help identify various influences and factors which inhabit the school counseling environment
(Schriver, 2001).
Utilizing what was known of the bracketing practice, I felt it was important to insert my
own biases and background knowledge of the counseling field in order to initiate the contextual
and research validity of this project. Currently, I am doctoral research student who has worked as
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a high school-college liaison and admissions officer for seven years. During this time, I have
been able to observe and speak with many counselors about their roles, job duties, and ultimately
frustrations with the K - 12 educational system.
Primarily, these experiences are what has encouraged me to further research what is
known of the counselor’s role in regards to preparing students for college. As someone who has
spent their career admitting students to college, I have come across a great of anecdotal and
conversational incidences of students who matriculated into college only to feel completely
overwhelmed by the academic rigor and autonomy associated with life on campus. Many
students have even voiced to me their concerns over the lack of preparedness they had from their
high schools - specifically their counselors.
However, at the same time, many counselors who I have spoken with voiced the inverse
concern. They were frustrated that state mandates and school structure has taken them away from
preparing students for college. Ultimately, this has led me to this project - organizing a
developed body of research to gain a foundational understanding of the counselor’s environment.
As a researcher, I also have some biases about the field. From my experiences with the K
- 12 system, I feel that it is a culturally and economically unsound structure that does little to be
proactive in helping counselors do their jobs. I also believe that the sheer amount of students
graduating from high school paired with the cultural emphasis on attending college is creating a
hidden problem within the handoff from secondary to postsecondary education. One that will
ultimately lead to a generation ill-equipped to meet the demands of future job markets. In
addition, I believe that this systematic failure will also lead to an increased level of cultural
cynicism about the effectiveness of college.
My goal is to take the presuppositions about counselors, education, and students and
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withhold them from any conversations with counselors, students, or administrators within this
research. The purpose of my involvement is to gain understanding from participants - nothing
more. Therefore, I will make sure to provide myself feedback as I progress through the research
process.
Chapter Summary
This chapter identified the theoretical research foundation, epistemological perspectives,
methodology, methods and means by which data was collected and understood. Additionally,
this chapter discussed the intricate layers of phenomenological understanding as it relates to
research participants and means by which this study collected and developed the lived and shared
experiences of high school counselors. In the next chapter, the data collected will be described
and the findings will be explained. Patterns and themes within the research will also be identified
and discussed at length.
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Chapter 4
Findings
The primary purpose of this study was to observe and describe the lived and shared
experiences of high school counselors within the context of preparing students for college.
Additionally, this body of work sought to examine the issues and challenges faced by counselors
through the lens of symbolic interaction to understand the deeper meaning shared between
counselors. Primarily, this was completed through two methods.
First, in-depth, semi-structured interviews with counselors in their school environments
were utilized to understand the strategies counselors used to complete their jobs. However, these
interviews were also utilized as a tool to identify deeper meaning and a common, shared
experience. Three primary research questions governed the overall organization and research
framework of this study which in turn developed the interview questions:
1. How do counselors manage college readiness in their own secondary school
systems?
2. What perceptions do counselors have about their ability to manage the future
collegiate success of their students?
3. In what ways do counselors find meaning and value within the high school
environments where they work?
Second, non-participant observations were utilized at each participating school to better
understand the essence and symbolic interactions that took place between counselors and their
constituents (students, teachers, administrators, parents, etc.). This chapter of the research will
report and describe four primary themes that developed out of the interviews and non-participant
observation sessions that took place at each participating school. The first section of this chapter
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will give an overview of each participant and their school environment. It will also provide a
summary of the information obtained.
Participants
As stated in chapter three, purposeful sampling was utilized in order to find counselors
who were able to provide a vested and well-connected understanding of the counseling field
(Creswell, 2005). Counselors also had to meet a specific set of criteria in order to participate in
this study:
●

Minimum qualifying degree or certification for employment as a counselor in
Oklahoma.

● Job responsibilities include counseling high school seniors.
● Work at a high school located in the correct geographical area.
● No pre-existing personal relationship with the researcher.
● An authentic interest in the study at hand.
Once these two steps were administered, six counselors were selected from the rural area
of Northeastern Oklahoma to take part in the study. Initially, contact was made by phone call or
email with each participant to set up initial interviews and then, depending on scheduling,
interviews and non-participant observations were coordinated with each counselor. Throughout
the rest of this research each counselor will be addressed by pseudonym.
Beth. Beth was the youngest and least experienced of all the counselors I interviewed.
She was only in her second year as a counselor and actually came from the field of medical
mental health prior to entering education. Her school is located in an area sixty miles north of
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Tulsa and she serves students in grades 6 – 12, which is an estimated student to counselor ratio
of 400:1. Of all the schools in this study, Beth's was the only one to receive a large amount
federal and state grant money which allowed them to have access to a variety of mental health
and college programming which other schools did not have. However, Beth made it known that
many of these resources would be impossible to manage without the benefits of each grant. In
terms of personality, Beth had the persona of a young and idealistic counselor. She did describe
some problem areas but her connection to the field felt much different than the other five
counselors. I was able to conduct two non-participant observations at Beth's school. One was a
college presentation by an area recruiter and the second was the senior graduation ceremony.
Randi. Randi also started out on a non-traditional path to education by transitioning from
the field of social work. She was also the only counselor interviewed with an earned doctorate.
Her school was the closest one to a metro area; servicing the outer city limits of Tulsa which
includes a small enclave of metropolitan students along with a larger proportion of students who
live in a rural section of the county. Although the school is positioned much closer to Tulsa than
other schools, it was chosen for its demographic ability to serve as a rural outlier while at the
same time still meeting a majority of the criteria for this study.
Randi also serves a very different role from the other counselors who were interviewed
for this body of work because her role is limited in scope and range compared to her
counterparts. She is technically considered the junior and senior counselor with a ratio of 320:1
but she also oversees and manages two other counselors who are in charge of grades 7 through
10. Her primary responsibility focuses on college and career readiness, but throughout our
conversation it is apparent the scope of her job goes well beyond those boundaries. Randi was
currently serving in her third year as a counselor and she had a very jaded and frustrated attitude
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towards the culture and climate of her school and the district at large. Her office was
disorganized, she appeared rushed and there were several times throughout the interview process
where it felt like she wanted to steer the conversation towards identifying faults of her school's
administration. I was able to conduct two non-participant observations at Randi's school location.
The first was a presentation she organized for a technical school in the area for students who may
not attend a traditional four-year college and the second was the school's graduation ceremony.
Candace. Candace services a school 45 miles east of Tulsa. Her path to becoming a
counselor was more traditional than Randi or Beth. She comes from a family of educators and
started out teaching a variety of subjects at the middle and high school level and still has dual
responsibilities as a counselor and as a teacher. Although her school is in a rural area of
Oklahoma, she is in one of the larger communities in this study. Her responsibilities as a
counselor only require her to oversee grades 9 – 12; which is a student to counselor ratio of
415:1. Currently, she is in her third year as a counselor bu her 10th year as an educator. Candace
was succinct, organized and appeared guarded in some of her responses. She was very positive in
her outlook on counseling despite the shortcomings she often described. I conducted two nonparticipant observations of Candace's school. The first was a college night for students and
parents who had questions about things such as ACT, SAT, and financial aid and the second was
their school's senior day assembly.
Dan. Dan was the only male to take part in this survey. He was also working on his 26th
year as an educator in a school system located in Central Oklahoma about 55 miles West of
Tulsa. The first 17 years of his career were spent as a teacher and coach in the school district
before he decided to go back to school and transition away from teaching and coaching to being
a counselor. Currently, Dan was working on his tenth year as a counselor but he has spent almost
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his entire teaching career in the same school district in some capacity. Dan services an entire
school system in grades K - 12 which is a student to counselor ratio of 450:1. He appeared the
most relaxed and "in control" of his position. It was clear he had been in this role and with the
same school district for a long time. His desk was lined with dozens of picture frames, awards,
sports memorabilia and posters. Throughout our conversations Dan often steered even heavy
subjects back to either jokes or at least heightened levity. There were also multiple occasions
where his phone would ring and he would carry on friendly and verbose conversations. Even in
our initial screenings, he greeted me like an old friend even though we were complete strangers. I
was able to attend two non-participant observation opportunities at Dan's school. The first was a
financial aid and transfer presentation set up at the school for those planning on attending the
large university located a few towns over. The second was a religious baccalaureate service held
at a local church.
Karen. Karen serves a rural community just on the other side of the Tulsa county border
about twenty minutes southeast of the Tulsa metro area. Although the town appears quaint in size
she is in charge of serving grades K - 12 which is a student to counselor ratio of 740:1; by far the
largest in this study. Her path to counseling started with a traditional transition from teaching 1st,
and 5th through 12th for ten years and she has been in the counseling field for close to a decade.
Like Dan, she has also been in the same district for her entire career. Karen's high student-tocounselor ratio seemed reflected in her demeanor. She appeared tired and overworked but still
somewhat passionate about her students. Although she was not responsible for teaching, Karen
was pulled away several times during our conversations to take over front-office and other
administrative duties which she said was a common and interruptive occurrence. I was able
conduct one non-participant observation event at Karen's school primarily because she stated she
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doesn't have the opportunity to do much with college and career planning in a formal capacity. I
was able to go to the school’s senior day.
Lane. Lane started out her career as a high school English teacher before transitioning
into the counseling field three years ago. However, she currently splits her time between teaching
and counseling. Half her day is spent as the junior and senior level English teacher and the other
part is allocated towards counselor which oversees K - 12 and encompasses a ratio of 540:1. Her
district is located 35 miles Southeast of Tulsa in a rural area which collectively incorporates four
small rural communities into one district. Lane was a very calm and balanced counselor who
gave frank and honest answers to the issues she faces in her job. However, it was apparent
between her split roles as a teacher and counselor that she appeared somewhat overwhelmed with
some of the work she had to accomplish for the district. I was able to conduct two nonparticipant observations opportunities at Lane's school. The first was an early enrollment
information session and the second was the school's graduation.
Table 1 below provides a concise chart of basic demographic information about each
counselor to give comparable data.
Table 1
Counselor Demographics
Counselor Name

Years in

Student to

Grades Serviced

Distance to the

Counseling

Counselor Ratio

by Each

Tulsa Metro

Counselor

Area

(Total Years in
Education)
Beth

2 (3)

400:1

6 - 12

60 Miles

Randi

3 (5)

320:1

11th and 12th

8 Miles
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Table 1 (Continued)
Counselor Demographics
Candace

3 (10)

415:1

9 - 12

45 Miles

Dan

9 (26)

450:1

K - 12

55 Miles

Karen

9 (21)

740:1

K - 12

12 Miles

Lane

3 (9)

540:1

K - 12

35 Miles

Thematic Findings
Part of developing a phenomenological understanding of the shared and lived connection
between these six counselors involved utilizing Creswell's (2007) data analysis process. This
process breaks down raw data into more succinct tasks as described in chapter three:
1. Organize, code and prepare data.
2. Read through all raw data.
3. Code all data.
4. Divide all data into major categories.
5. Subcategorize information into more thematic areas.
6. Develop a descriptive thematic narrative based on the organized data.
Based on the varied conversations with each of the counselors, they all had their own
diverse environments and specific cultures. However, there were four distinct themes that arose
out of the shares experiences of the counselors' experiences. Each of these themes provides a
building block which describes an important building block of the rural school counselor and
how they manage their job duties on a day to day basis. Additionally, these themes also emerged
as part of a segment of the larger picture of secondary education within the state of Oklahoma.
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Thematically, the primary areas of connection between counselors came in terms of where they
withdrew value and in where they found difficulty and frustration. In subsequent sections the
four following themes and each counselors' narrative will be discussed at length:
1. Testing
2. Role Ambiguity
3. Counselor Community and Connectivity
4. Student Primacy
Participant Narratives
Testing. Chapters 1 and 2 of this study describes the varied role of high school
counselors; specifically, in regards to test administrator. This role often carries even more
pressure for the counselor because many times school funding can be dictated by state and
federal agencies based on student test scores (Bain, 2012; Trolley, 2011). Each counselor in this
study described how their job carried the weighted burden of testing within their school
environment.
Beth, arguably the counselor who had the most resources of the counselors interviewed
from her school's federal grant programs to help with college preparedness and mental health
counseling, still felt somewhat lost when reflecting on testing:
Beth: This is my first year as a testing coordinator too, but I feel that I am very lucky that
I came into it this year instead of in previous years where more tests were required and
you have to know which students are exempt from each tests and you have to figure all of
that out. It was a learning experience this year and I'm glad I've had people to call and
contact because I felt like other than those resources I've felt like I've been on my own
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about what I need to do and how I need to be a testing coordinator so I still have felt a
little lost in what I need to get done.
Randi's role in relation also is a little different when it came to managing the burden of
testing. In previous years, she was the testing coordinator for the school. This year she was given
the opportunity to focus solely on college and career planning, graduation and other
administrative tasks; an opportunity she accepted:
Randi: So, last year I was the testing coordinator for the high school but I had to give that
up because it was too much to do that and be the 11th and 12th grade counselor...as part
of the testing coordinator I was in charge of all testing from 7th grade all the way up
through 12th grade including ACT. However, I am still the testing coordinator for AP
testing.
Also, during my interview with Randi and when I visited the high school to observe
students’ meeting with the technical school, there were several instances where Randi had to be
pulled away to answer questions concerning state and federal testing (although it was not a
subject she could speak specifically about because it related to private student information). So,
even though Randi was technically no longer the testing coordinator, it was apparent her job still
heavily revolved around the world of testing and assessment.
Candace, although a more reserved counselor in regards to her answers, appeared a little
emotionally exasperated when she talked about managing her time when it came to testing:
Candace: In the Spring, I mean you can see we're surrounded by testing boxes so no, I
don't feel like I have time to help students this time of year...I am in also in charge of all
state testing coordination for grades 3 through 12 because those are the grades that are
required to be tested. I am also the building test coordinator for grades 9 through 12. So,
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the responsibility of both is to make sure we're using trained administrators and proctors
and special ed [sic]accommodations. This also means working with IT (information
technology) to get our computer labs up and running. Granted, we don't have as many
tests this year but the ACT was a major lunch-eater. The ACT has a major workload. This
is the first time I went home to my husband and said "I can't do this unless you help me.
Candace also added that she felt that most of the tests these kids took were meaningless and not
needed; especially those at the younger grade levels. Additionally, she felt that it took away from
what she wanted to be doing - which was helping students prepare for college. However, she
mentioned within our interview and at her early enrollment event that despite the workload of the
ACT that it did serve a critical function and was needed. However, in addition to everything else
students had to take at the state level, it was difficult to manage.
Dan, the most relaxed and experienced of the counselors still expressed some frustration
when it came to discussing the area of managing testing within his job:
Dan: Testing, I do the testing and that's probably 30% of what I did because they test so
much. They test in the Spring, they test in the Fall, they test in the Summer. They have
ACT testing, they have all these gobs of testing. That took up a lot of time because that's
all real confidential information. You gotta organize the teachers and get them in the right
place. Um, you also have ELL there is a test for that, you have to determine how well the
Spanish kids speak English. Then there is special ed [sic] teaching which is a whole other
type of testing you have to know.
Karen, who appeared to be the most overworked of all the counselors also talked about
her frustration with trying to manage the varied amount of testing she has to administer
throughout the year:
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Karen: I am the district test coordinator, which can be any grade past 3rd grade. This
time of year, testing takes up a lot of time. Especially the ACT which we don't really
have a place to give that so we have to rent tables and chairs which is a cost to the school
and I have to rent the event center. We do it on the basketball court...
She went on to express her frustrations with the state and the expectations they set for counselors
and other test coordinators; which, are usually just counselors:
Karen: Like I said, I wish the state would pull up in a semi to help with testing support.
Like today, here is the schedule of where testing is supposed to take place and what I
have to report to the state. I also have to make up for absentees and we have to test 100%
of our students within 20 days. It is also on me to help with special ed [sic] and
coordinate proctors, administrators and testing room schedules.
It also appeared from the large amount of testing coordination on Karen's part that counseling
and college planning really became a task that was either done casually, fell on the technical
schools in the area or just wasn't accomplished due to her other responsibilities.
Lane also shared a similar frustration with the state that other counselors felt. In fact she
stated that the largest impediment with her job came directly from the state:
Lane: I don't know how to properly phrase this so I'm just going to kind of say it, there is
somewhere I did all of the kid's credit checks and then the state department came out and
changed the science and math requirements - so I had to go back and change some things.
So, trying to keep up with all of the changes. So all of this testing and changing our
district test policies to keep up with what the state wants. So having the time and
resources to get those implemented well and in a timely fashion can be difficult.
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Discussion. The literature review describes several resources which examine the role of
the counselor in the context of test administrator from the standpoint of advocate against high
stakes assessments like the ones described in each of these narratives (Baker, 2001; Duffy et al.,
2008; McLean, 2006). However, advocacy or an alternative model of counseling were never
described by any of the six counselors in any of the conversations we conducted. Testing,
appeared to be accepted as modus operandi within the role of each counselor despite taking up
such an exceptional amount of time.
Also, as previously stated, this area identified an area of shared connection between these
counselors where this is a common burden. Counselors described feelings of frustration,
difficulty and ultimately acceptance in managing the large task of assessment within their job
duty. The next section will describe another area where counselors voice concern when they
described the varied role each experience in their day to day tasks.
Role ambiguity. The literature review in chapters one and two describes role ambiguity
and how the day-to-day tasks of the counselor is often a moving target (Ford & Nelson, 2007).
Counselors described a continual frustration with trying to manage the needs of their students
along with what their school required.
Beth expressed a good connection with her students, but still felt that her schedule often
changed on a day to day basis which diminished the time she had with underclassmen:
Beth: Yeah my job changes depending on the day and the time of year. You know, I
would say a majority of what I do is trying to get students ready for college but different
things come at me every day, you know I do testing and graduation and different times of
year call for different things that need to get done and I wish that would allow me to have
more time with freshman and sophomores because I don't know what to expect.

86

Although Randi expressed a variety of frustrations throughout her interviews and in the
several meetings we had, this was an area where she appeared to have a heightened sense of
contempt because she felt that it took away from her ability to manage her job:
Randi: My job is little fires every day. A majority of my day and my year is putting out
little impromptu fires. I may say "look, I'm going to work on schedules all day. Have I
touched a schedule today? Nope!" I've been loading documents, I've been dealing with
two field trips, we've been dealing with other stuff, I've not had any time to deal with
scheduling. Specifically, at our school we need to be able to meet with other counselors,
we need to be able to get work done and yet teachers still send students to our office and
they get pissed when we send students right back to class because we have to get all of
these little other things done when we want to be helping out students.
The hurried environment of Randi's job could also be seen in the non-participant
observation experience. Although there were two other counselors available, the office was a
flurry of activity with students, teachers, parents and other administrators constantly coming in
and out of her office.
Candace used the phrase "many different hats" when she talked about accomplishing her
job duties as a counselor - specifically as it related to working in a rural district, stating that
many of the roles at schools like hers fell on the counselor because there just wasn't funding
available otherwise for a specific person:
Candace: We just don't have the resources in a rural district to have one person working
towards an area like gifted and talented or textbook orders, we have to multi-task and
combine these jobs onto one person; which is usually me...And because of that, the one-
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on-one counselors want to have with students, just doesn't get to happen as much as I'd
like to see happen because there are so many other things that have to take place.
Dan also reflected on working in a rural school as the main culprit for job ambiguity and
the varied responsibilities he has outside of actually preparing students for college:
Dan: Different schools are different ways, but a lot of times when you're short of money
and budgets being the way they are, jobs get thrown on you and you don't have a choice
but to get them done...usually that's lots of paperwork. Not so much school counseling
which is what you want to do but now it is just a lot of things like paper work.
During the non-participant observations of Dan's school, Dan was not present at either event.
During the financial aid literacy presentation, I asked another staff member if Dan was going to
be present and they said he was busy with another task at the school. So it appeared that even in
college and career preparation, other things that took precedent.
Karen, who appeared to be the most tired and overworked of all the counselors expressed
that her job duties were not like most other counselors and in describing what she did - her role
did appear ambiguous and shifted from day to day as well:
Karen: When a student needs me, I am here but I do a lot of referrals as well for mental
health. When the ladies at the front have to count money in the front office, I have to drop
what I'm doing and go to the front office and take over their responsibilities in the front
office and that is usually on a daily basis. I'm also the administrator for our grade book.
So, like this morning I had to print all report cards and make sure those were all
correct...I also do all schedules for each student...so my day does change.
Karen also expressed that she tends to be the first person to arrive in the morning to open
the school and has done things like pick students up on snow days and has often stayed late into
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the night to accomplish specific tasks that needed to be done because her schedule shifts so
often. Again, she inadvertently appeared the most overworked of the counselors I spoke with
during my conversations.
Lane never mentioned any hyperbolic terms like "no day is the same," but in her
description of her job or when she described things like testing it was often attached to her role
as a teacher or other roles she had within her district. Also, during one of my non-participant
observations at the school's graduation I observed Lane taking care of a multitude of tasks
including presenting the valedictorians, speakers and giving the pledge of allegiance. Essentially,
the non-participant observation experience showed that her function at graduation was a
microcosm for her role within the school:
Lane: 3 hours a day I'm in the office and that is my dedicated time to be a counselor. The
other four hours I teach. I handle everything from student schedules to graduation
checklist to ACT, SAT, any district testing from Kindergarten up through our seniors I
handle. Um, I take care of scholarships and anything that has to do with our tech schools.
Also on the side I drive a bus route, I'm student council sponsor and I am the cheer coach
as well.
Discussion. During my experience talking to each of the six counselors, the most
apparent and clear theme that arose out the interview process and non-participant observation
experiences was role ambiguity. Each of these counselors consistently appeared busy; even Dan,
a clear veteran of the education field. Often, I felt guilty calling or emailing these counselors
because I felt like I was taking away critical time from their schedules that could be put to better
use in another area such as college or career planning.
The role of the high school counselor clearly lacks, in practice, a cohesive job description

89

(Bemak, Murphy, & Kaffenberger, 2005; Cervoni & DeLucia-Waack, 2011; Education Trust,
1999; Gray & Carroll-McCollum, 2003). After talking with each of these counselors, it is
apparent that their job duties are constantly shifting based on the needs of the school. Often, that
shift is based on testing; however, it may change on geographic location as Candace stated or on
resource allocation based on what Dan said. The next section will describe a thematic shift from
counselor frustration to an area where counselors described withdrawing value from their job.
Counselor Community and Connectivity. Although there were varying degrees of
openness among counselors, each one interviewed described feeling a bond with their fellow
counselors and sharing a strong sense of community which included discussing best practices,
describing problem areas and communicating general frustration.
Beth mentioned previously that she would often call on other counselors to get her
questions answered about testing; but she also networked with other counselors so that she could
develop counseling relationships:
Beth: I was able to attend several counseling conventions and get my name out there and
meet up with other counselors in other districts. You know, if I have questions, which I
do, it is just more people for me to call. Also, at the school where I did my counselor
internship, there are five counselors there; it is a much larger school - so I find myself
often relying on them for help as well.
In my conversations with Randi, her counseling environment often seemed very strained
and tense; however, her demeanor shifted when she began to speak about her fellow counselors.
It felt as though she was describing the only brief respite in her position when she spoke about
the time she had with her other counseling professionals:

90

Randi: When us counselors get together we find out more information in those sessions
because I'm teaching them something and they're teaching me something. It is also
another way to network and learn skills that we didn't know...We also vent. This
counselor this morning cussed at me on the phone. I told her we had a field trip tomorrow
morning and she said "shit" [brief laughter] but I seriously do have my "go-to" counselors
who I am able to connect with and bounce ideas off of and just vent to when I have
problems...In a way because most of us are female it is like a sisterhood when we connect
on ideas.
Randi, then went on to describe why she felt that they were able to bond about these ideas
on a more intrinsic level:
Randi: I wish we had more of that purposeful connection just to vent and connect. We
have this bond because we have this shared frustration. We all feel overworked. We all
get to the point where we have too much to do and we bond over that issue.
Candace built on Randi's same idea of basic socialization as a means of relief from the
pressures of the position. As the most reserved of all the counselors you could tell she enjoyed
talking about meeting with other counselors during our interview and often smiled and spoke
highly of those in her area of the state:
Candace: The elementary school counselor and I are good friends because we have to
obviously go to a lot of the same trainings together so we connect on a lot of issues. So
we're just around each other a lot. Like I may have one sibling and they may have
another. And people joke that if we're both gone on the same day the school can't open
because we wear lots of hats. But in the rest of the county our tech school director
actually has held meetings for all of the counselors in this area because she knows how
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overworked we are and that one of us coordinating that for us would be difficult. So we're
all eager to meet at the tech school so we can just meet and talk to one another and
bounce ideas and really just chat.
Candace also reminisced about taking on the role as a de fact mentor to a new counselor
as well and she felt that imparting social support brought her a certain level of joy as well:
Candace: There is also another counselor in the county coming to high school from
elementary and she is brand new and it is her first time with high schoolers. First time
with counseling of any kind. And so I've been trying to mentor her because I remember
how overwhelming the first year is as a counselor. Now this many years in I still feel
overwhelmed, so I can only imagine how she feels, so I try to be there for her.
Dan also talked about taking on a role as more of a mentor because he spoke about being
called on as a mentor to other counselors around him as well:
Dan: I've been doing it so long I feel like I get a lot of questions and calls from other
counselors! [Laughs] But seriously, we have a group that gets together and networks and
I like going to them because they are a good way to meet with other counselors and see
how they're doing. And I've feel like I've seen it all so I like talking about the different
problems counselors have.
However, Dan also talked about the immediacy in support he has received from other
counselors in times of crisis.
Dan: And you know when there is a crisis or when something happens, for example,
when we have a suicide or definite need there is a team of counselors I know I can call
and they will be here at a moment's notice to help with the kids. We've had that happen a
few times and I know that corps group of counselors will be here if I need them.
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Karen also spoke about the organized group of counselors in her area that Candace and
Dan both spoke about. However, she also mentioned that despite having her own way of doing
things and speaking about her differentiated job duties that separated herself from other
counselors it was still nice to use that time as a way to connect and build off of the same type of
issues:
Karen: We do meet through the technical school. Usually we'll get together four times a
year for dinner during the Fall and spring and talk about best practices. Yes, we'll talk
about testing or whatever but we'll also vent our frustrations. It's just neat when we go out
to dinner and it's just nice to see that they are having some of the same issues that I'm
having.
Lane described a much smaller inner-circle of counselors but still described a strong
feeling of emotional connection. She also described a deep lingering fear about leaving her
school for too long to attend any extra-curricular professional development events:
Lane: I don't want to be out of the classroom or away from the school for too long. I
could honestly be gone two or three times a month if I wanted to but I can't and I don't. I
do have a close network of friends who are counselors that are right down the road and
we spend time working and talking with one another about our jobs. I'm pretty fresh and
young in this position. I see that counselors in schools like ours, the smaller schools we're
trying to break that mold of "hey, I graduated from high school and that's good enough"
so when it comes to college and career readiness we're trying to break that stigma as a
group of counselors, which is tough.
Discussion. What also stemmed out of this section of the counselor connection was the
lack of sponsored counseling opportunities from school districts at the county, district and state
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level. Several counselors did mention a liaison who organized meet-ups but those were described
as meetings that were built out of necessity by the counselors and not something sponsored by
any specific agency. Additionally, the only counselor who mentioned any kind of sponsored
networking opportunity was Beth who had the federal grant resources to leave her facility in
order to attend conferences. The other meetings appeared to be out of the latent need for
community with other professionals to share best practices as well as social well-being. Finally,
the last theme discussed in the next section will describe the innate need counselors had to help
their students prepare for life beyond high school; although, those strategies varied greatly,
participants still expressed an emotional connection to that mission.
Student Primacy. Although each counselor was tasked with a variety of diverse job
duties within their specific school systems that they interpreted in a variety of ways; another
theme that manifested in their responses was attempting to put student success at the forefront of
their counseling goals. Granted, that appears to be nuanced and interpreted in six different ways
but it is the most fundamental theme described in the responses of these counselors. Even within
the non-participant observations events that I attended, all of them had subtle differences;
however, all of them had student success as the primary purpose.
In Beth's case, she appeared to have the easiest road to approaching her students for the
purpose of counseling because she talked about having almost a spoil of riches with her grantfunded resources compared to the other counselors interviewed. However, when it came to trying
to engaging students in college and career planning, Beth did express some frustration. Although
she felt time and support were not on her side Beth still attempted to do as much as she could to
put college and career planning at the forefront of student programming at her school:
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Beth: We have college reps that come visit our school and we are able to offer that for
our juniors and seniors. You know and one of the things I try to do is have one on one
time with my seniors to get an idea of what their plan is for next year. Which, can be
tough because one of the tough things we've had to work with this year is getting parents
engaged and then students aren't engaged. Even with our evening events, parents just
haven't shown up so I've had to work extra hard to keep my kids engaged in their own
future because parents just don't seem to care much.
Beth also seemed very active and engaged in both of the non-participant observations that
took place at her school. She was present while the recruiter from the area university spoke to her
juniors and seniors. After the recruiter left, she was able to quickly answer several questions
about testing dates, financial aid and even gave an example from her past experiences about
enrollment and college life. At her school's graduation, it was clear Beth had an impact on her
seniors. Many of them had embraced her or asked for her to be a part of group photos; so it
seemed clear that her rapport and ability to engage with students despite the consistent time
constraints was evident.
Randi's relationship with student primacy seemed much more complex. Although she
expressed an innate need to always want to help her students by increasing graduation rates and
helping her students prepare for college in the face of an ever increasing workload; she described
battling not only disengaged parents like Beth but a student body unwilling to advocate for
themselves:
Randi: Well mainly what I do is actually meeting with kids individually and going over
their graduation plans. I try to meet with them and make sure they know what classes
they need to graduate and then we talk about what their plans are for the future. However,
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I do try to set up things like college visits when I can so our kids have the opportunity to
see different colleges. But, I will say that students in this school system are not being held
accountable at an early age and when I came here I busted my ass and it was so bad. Kids
didn't know what their graduation progress looked like. They failed classes over and over
again. I made kids accountable. I made kids fill out graduation checklist. I showed them
their transcripts for the first time. I had them log on to the school's grade book for the first
time. It wasn't just going to fall on me it was going to fall on them also. I had kids saying
to me "I done took this class two or three times" and I would say "well whose fault is
that?"
Randi went on to talk about her passion for seeing the graduation rate increase year over
year by implementing a hard line approach to having her kids advocate for themselves as a way
to college success in her school:
Randi: The area where I see the most success? Kids graduating. Because graduation has
increased every year that I've been here. Graduation rate was [redacted] last year which
was better than it was and right now it is going to be about five percent better than that so
we're seeing gains. But I try not to just look at numbers. Despite everything I have to do I
try not to look at numbers I try to look at how many kids I can help. My motto now is:
"teach one, reach one."
Candace often brought up the theme of working in a rural district as one of the toughest
parts of completing her job. However, she noted that despite this obstacle there were still parts of
her job that pertained to college and career planning that she considered paramount:
Candace: I make sure that our students have their credits. I make sure I get college
scholarship information out to our students. If they need a letter of recommendation, I
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write it or I link them up with someone who can write them a nice letter. If they need to
know how to fill out a FAFSA, that is something I make sure they know how to do. The
questions, you know, college and career really are more important around here than say
the social and emotional aspects of counseling although we do get a little bit of that.
Candace also pointed out though that as a whole counselors were still failing to meet a lot
of the standards set forth by the ASCA (American School Counselor Association) in terms of job
responsibilities and college preparation:
Candace: If you look at the ASCA standards we're not supposed to be doing as much as
testing and documentation as what we're doing. If you look at the ASCA model, almost
every counselor is failing at that. If you look at the framework, almost every counselor is
failing at the guidelines they have set up. We're not even close most of the time because I
spend most of time in here working on paperwork or running here or there to get
paperwork. Like yesterday, I got 17,000 steps yesterday on my Fitbit [laughs] because I
had the ACT going in one class and a college prep going on in another class and then I
had students who had college prep questions in my office constantly throughout the day.
Dan added that he often relied heavily on bringing in college recruiters and different
universities through concurrent enrollment to help with his college and career preparation
because he just didn't have the time to do much in-class college planning:
Dan: Well, we have a lot of students who do a lot of concurrent enrollment because it's a
big help for me. That way students are only in high school one hour a day. So, if you're in
Comp 1 at the college that counts as your English 3 class or whatever or however that
works out. I start transitioning these kids into concurrent enrollment kids as early as
\possible so that these kids have the opportunity to try out college. Hell, everybody's

97

scared to go to college. We're right over here by [redacted] and that school intimidates
18-year-old freshmen so if we can transition them when they're younger and get them
taking classes when they're younger it lets them know if they can handle college as a
sophomore instead of after high school. So I do that all the way up until they're seniors.
I've had kids with three hours and I had one girl who had 42 college credit hours by the
time she graduated from here. It was funny she had an associate's degree before she even
started college.
It was apparent from many of Karen's responses that she was a counselor in need of
assistance. It often seemed that her school environment placed her into a position that did not
afford her the opportunity to be a student-facing position. But Karen would often remark about
the creative ways she would work around school schedules in order to discuss college planning:
Karen: I pop into the classroom for college guidance or I have students who just stop me
in the hallway or I just stop students in the hallway when I can. Because of things like
testing or because of things like...for example, today we have baseball out, softball out
and track out. They're all gone so classroom time becomes really crucial for teaching at
our school. So I'll do a lot of digital communication. I will give students my phone
number and I will give parents my personal cell phone number so they can call me when
they need to with questions because I want to be there for them. So, even if they want to
send me a text, I encourage them to do so.
Karen also talked about utilizing concurrent enrollment as a resource like Dan to help
bridge the gap in college preparation:
Karen: When it comes to concurrent enrollment, I encourage my students to take the
ACT as a freshman the first time. One, if they don't ever take it again it doesn't count
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against them. It also lets them know where they stand academically. That way they're
able to start taking classes and know if they're able to handle managing that workload
earlier in their career.
There was also a deeply founded rapport at the school's graduation ceremony when it
came to Karen. Every student who spoke at the ceremony spoke about their appreciation for
Karen as a counselor. Because Karen has worked at the school since many of these kids were in
kindergarten one of the seniors even stated that she (Karen) took on the role of a maternal figure.
Lane described using her role as a teacher to counsel students while she was in the
classroom because it was the only opportunity she had to talk to many junior and seniors about
college and career planning:
Lane: Well fortunately and uh...unfortunately [laughs], because I teach high school
English my seniors, I have them in class so first of the year, one of the assignments we do
is filling out a college application. We always write a college essay. We fill out
scholarship applications. Because I am teacher, I spend a lot of those first couple of
months in that class shaping my assignments around preparing them for college. We also
follow up about once a month on a college and career readiness day and then hopefully if
I have time we can follow up one on one in my counselor role.
This integration between her two roles was clear during my observation of the early
enrollment session she had with high school students interested in concurrent enrollment. I found
it interesting that the presentation took place in her classroom; which took on the shape of a
counseling office more so than her actual counseling office. So, it appeared obvious that the two
physical spaces seemed almost interchangeable in their purpose within the school.
Summary
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The findings described in the in-depth interviews and non-participant observations
described six schools which are diverse in their own right. Thematically, participants supported
the literature in that they described the role of the counselor as a position which is constantly
shifting as purported by Bain (2012), Paisley and McMahon (2001) and Trolley (2011). For
example, Randi and Candace both talked about how their days were often changing and they
found themselves constantly switching gears. However, the one constant in terms of job duties
appeared to be testing which literature described (Falls & Nichters, 2007) as an engrained subset
of a school's culture due to its connection to funding (Hurwitz & Howell, 2013). Again, each
counselor spoke about testing as if it were a foregone conclusion.
Carrel (2006), Clark and Amatea (2004) and Perna and Thomas (2008) also talked about
the innate positive correlation of counselor interaction when it comes to students; essentially, the
more counselors are able to work with students, the better educated and prepared they (students)
are about areas like college life, financial aid, ACT testing, etc. Although this study was not
designed to measure these areas per se, they did identify that each of the participants had a core
connection to student primacy. In addition, counselors like Beth, Randi, Candace and Lane
expressed some of the negative influencers students may have such as dealing with parents who
although work can be profound in their effectiveness to influence (Noel-Levitz, 2001; Savage &
Wortman, 2008) are often disengaged from the process altogether.
Subsequently, there were areas of discussion with the counselors that did not support the
literature. Mental health (Eppler & Weir, 2009; Rogers & Russell, 2003), crisis management
(Allen et. al. 2002), theoretical approaches to counseling (Fallon, 2004; Rolles, Lyon, & Tausch,
2013) and peer mediation (Winkelspecht, 2007) were all areas described as critical functions of
the high school counselor within the literature review. However, they were areas brought up at
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minimum, in passing or not all during the discussions I had with counselors. For example, Beth
mentioned her mental health counseling is almost completely outsourced and Dan also discussed
how there are federal resources available to refer students. Dan was also one of the only
counselors to discuss crisis management when he discussed student deaths; but it was in the
context of fellow counselor support and not as a critical function of his position.
There was also little discussion about the collaborative nature the position may have to
teachers and other professionals within the building (Conrad, 2006; Isaac, 2003). Each counselor
talked about their relationships with teachers; however, it derived more out of coordination with
testing which was an absolute necessity than with collaborative programming for college and
career planning. In fact, Karen, Candace and Beth talked about the difficulty of finding class
time to discuss college and career planning due to the other facets of their job.
The other area that the counselor narratives did not support was any discussion about
focusing on first generation college students (Burdyk, 2013; Engle, 2007). In fact, counselors
spoke very little about student demographics. During my conversations with counselors and in
my observation; it felt as though counselors were happy to be in a position just to be counseling
students. Therefore, they didn't have the time within their schedule to analyze factors around first
generation college students; or if they did, they did not share those strategies with me during our
conversations. Despite geographic indicators, student ratios or federal resources, each counselor
identified a series of symbolic themes which will be expounded upon in the next chapter.
Chapter 5 will also provide a further discussion of the results, limitations, as well as suggestions
and implications for future research.
.
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Chapter 5
Discussion
The purpose of this study was to describe the lived and shared experiences of rural high
school counselors in the state of Oklahoma and understand the ways in which they prepare
students for college. In terms of the narratives which developed out of the two qualitative
methods used when interacting with the six counselors; four distinct themes developed over the
course of my time with each of the counselors: testing, role ambiguity, counseling community
and connectivity and student primacy. This chapter summarizes the study by discussing the
findings and thematic results, theoretical framework limitations, implications and suggestions for
future research.
Key Findings
As previously mentioned in chapter four, each counselor brought a diverse background to
this study. Although schools and counselors had to meet a specific set of criteria in order to
participate, it is evident that these physical spaces are their own diverse ecosystems with a
complex series of problems (Cole & Grothaus, 2014). However, it was evident that they shared a
series of lived experiences.
Testing. Overwhelmingly, participants described testing as a cumbersome task that
required a great deal of their time to complete. As I mentioned in chapter four, I met with each
counselor in the Spring of 2017 during peak testing season across the state and I often felt a
certain sense of guilt in taking time away from test administration. Each counselor, even Randi
who wasn't even assigned the task of test administrator, still seemed to have testing on the
forefront of their mind going into the Spring semester as it was either a big determinant of their
schedule for the entire year or an indicator of their school's success, and in turn their success.
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Another concerning factor from each of these counselors was the lack of advocacy
described in the literature review (Baker, 2001; Duffy et al., 2008; McLean, 2006). Despite a
very deep and rich description of the constant struggle of managing the day to day tasks of
preparing classrooms for testing and organizing test administrators, proctors, proper sized tables,
equipment, etc. each of the counselors talked about their roles within the place of testing as if it
were a foregone conclusion. They each described this experience of test preparation as
predisposition of counseling in a rural high school in Oklahoma.
Despite facing the burden of testing realities in rural Oklahoma; self-efficacy was
incredibly strong among each of the counselors. Although, there was a strong shared common
belief in the top-down approach to testing within the state, counselors also expressed a deep
feeling of competence and confidence attached to testing. Each of them seemed capable, despite
a strong disenfranchisement with the testing structure and purpose.
Bain (2012) and Trolley (2011) both contended that the school counseling profession is
in a constant state to find itself due largely to the burden placed on the role by state and federal
testing duties. Bain (2012) further added that it is critical counselors have the independence and
autonomy to meet with students in order to develop the counseling relationship for programs
such as college and career planning and mental health.
Research also adds that this increased link in the counselor connection to assessment and
testing is not only trending up but is becoming part of larger picture of a counselor's job as a
whole being tied to non-counseling duties (Burnham & Jackson, 2000; Coll & Freeman, 1997;
Monteiro-Leitner et al., 2006; Paisley & McMahon, 2001; Perusse et al., 2004; Vail, 2005).
Perera-Diltz and Mason (2008) also found in their national study of 1,704 counselors that those
who reported counseling high school students had drastically greater increased roles with what
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the two researchers described as job duties outside of the realm of those set forth by the
American School Counseling Association; specifically, in this case - testing and test
administration. However, what the study doesn't take into full account are those counselors who
may cross boundaries between elementary, middle school and high school or in the case of some
of our counselors - cross-duty positions like Karen, Lane and Candace who served multiple
"formal" functions within the school.
Role Ambiguity. Role ambiguity is often an impediment to actual counseling as well as a
significant creator of stress and job dissatisfaction among school counselors (Burnham and
Jackson. 2000; Kolodinsky, Draves, Schroder, Lindsey, & Zlatev, 2009). In multiple studies
done over the last 40 years, role ambiguity has often been at the forefront of counseling and job
satisfaction, counseling and ultimately student success (Baggerly & Osborn, 2006; Coll &
Freeman, 1997; Dietz, 1972; Lambie, 2007; Leuwerke et al. (2009). However, Cervoni and
Delucia-Waack (2011) added that identifying the problem of role ambiguity does little to begin
solving the issue as it is often tied to a much larger systemic issue.
Based on the narratives with each of the six counselors this area harbored the most
contempt from each of them as they all seemed to carry a heightened level of frustration
discussing the day to day shifts in the position. Dan and Candace each added that their own
opinion of role ambiguity being the culprit of a state issues which would support the position of
Cervoni and Delucia-Waack (2011). Both counselors mentioned, because they were in a small
school, state budget allocations were small and thus job duties fell on the counselor.
Randi, Candace, and Karen all used langue about completing a variety of job duties at
one time as stated in chapter four; although each of the six counselors operated in this space of
role ambiguity as mentioned by Baggerly and Osborn (2006) and Coll and Freeman (1997).
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However, the common theme between testing and role ambiguity aside from an absolute lack of
time was in the social acceptance of their role. Counselors were frustrated they had to transition
from task to task with such frequency but they did so without question. Again, it felt as if they
shared the experience of predisposition about their role in a rural high school. They did so with
self-efficacy and confidence, but these tasks were still completed without question.
Counselor connectivity and community. Within the context of their positions each of
the counselors identified the innate need to connect with their peers primarily in an informal
setting. Dan and Candace stated that they had taken on roles as de facto mentors to other
counselors in the areas; while Randi, Beth, and Lane talked about meeting with small groups of
counselors as a means to seek out professional as well as emotional support for their job.
Demeanor also seemed to shift within our conversations, as counselors discussed the
opportunities they had to talk about other counselors. Randi and Candace who were often tense
or reserved became relaxed in their description of their peer relationships. Lane, even discussed
the counselors who were in geographically similar schools as some of her close friends.
In similar studies which examined school counselor professional development groups
(Croft & Wood, 2016) and school counseling mentorship programs (Armstrong, Balkin, Long, &
Caldwell, 2006; Kayler & Milsom, 2008) by viewing the position in a larger, more complex
context; all three studies found a positive correlation in counselor connectivity and job
satisfaction. Counselors sought out these groups as a means to grow as professionals by learning
the various trends or best practices in their jobs. But, they also utilized this space as a connection
point to gain a deep social attachment to their peers and develop a strong sense of identity.
However, what differentiates the narratives described in this work from the
aforementioned studies is that the other research tends to focus on formal professional
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development programs. Even though this study is focused on a much larger phenomenological
counseling experience, only one counselor described attending any sort of organized professional
development activities; while the other five described settings that developed out of pure
necessity. Despite a lack of any sort of state or district sponsored collective counseling activities,
these informal groups still brought significant value to the identity and self-efficacy of each
counselor in their conversations with me.
Student primacy. At the foundation of each conversation and non-participant
observation, the counselors I met with had what they felt were their student's best interest of
college and career preparedness as their end goal. Although these programs varied from relying
heavily on concurrent enrollment to increasing graduation rates and student autonomy each
counselor had a strong sense of confidence in the type of college and career readiness program
they wanted to have in place. The issue they conveyed with student primacy related heavily to
time management and the inability to effectively manage college and career planning due largely
in part to various other issues they dealt with during their day like testing or other tasks not
associated with the counseling profession.
Also, only one counselor spoke about program effectiveness - Randi. She mentioned
increasing graduation rates by 5% year over year. Related research states that at such a microlevel it can be difficult to measure the effectiveness and success of specific counseling programs
(Brown & Trusty, 2005; Carey, Dimmit, Hatch, Lapan, & Whiston, 2008; Sexton, Schofield, &
Whiston, 1997; Whiston & Sexton, 1998). However, it felt as though these counselors accepted
preconceived notions of informal counseling programs that were already in place (bringing
college recruiters to campus, financial aid workshops, parent's nights, concurrent enrollment,
etc.) due largely in part to the culture of role ambiguity in rural Oklahoma schools.
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Connection to Theoretical Framework
Crotty (2005) and Glesne (2011) explained that under the epistemological understanding
that meaning is socially constructed, the interpretivist framework works to make meaning by
identifying a variety of subjects who exists within a similar space. To this end, patterns can be
identified and meaning can be socially constructed from participants. In the case of the six
counselors interviewed, four primary themes were identified from two specific methods.
However, this section will also describe the connection these themes have to phenomenology,
the primary research questions and if there was indeed a symbolic link between the counselors.
Addressing the Research Questions. The three research questions highlighted in
chapters one and three served as a basic guide for this work as well as an overview for the indepth interviews conducted during this study. Each of the questions was developed in order to
provide a certain level of introspection to high school counselors and allow them to reflect on
their own ability to complete their job and discuss the lived and shared experiences they have
with their own school environments.
Research Question 1: How do counselors manage college readiness in their own
secondary school systems? This question provided a pragmatic base for counselors by
understanding the specific strategies they use to prepare students for college. In the narrative
section of chapter four, the most common thematic area associated with this research question
was student primacy. Each counselor had a different strategy to college readiness; for example,
Dan relied heavily on concurrent enrollment, Randi utilized an approach which emphasized
student self-sufficiency, and Lane used the time she had in the first month of her Senior English
class on college writing assignments. However, this idea seems much more connected to the
phenomenological idea of vying for internal resources. Each of these counselors doesn't have the
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time or external funding to make foundational shifts to their counseling programs; therefore, they
have to alter the space in which they currently operate.
Research Question 2: What perceptions do counselors have about their ability to
manage the future collegiate success of their students? During this study, the area in which
counselors appeared to be the curtest about their position was in this regard. As the narratives
often stated, the conversation shifted to a discussion about the varied other factors which took
time away from students such as testing or frustrating job duties that fell under the umbrella of
role ambiguity. There were actually two different examples where a counselor either asked me to
assure them that the interviews were anonymous (Randi) or completely shifted the conversation
because they did not feel comfortable talking about the subject matter (Candace) within this
section, which I obliged.
However, this research question gave some crucial insight into the deeply ingrained
frustration these counselors felt because many of the questions focused on areas such as student
to counselor ratios and foresight into their future work schedule. For example, Randi, Karen and
Lane had difficulty really talking about much beyond the end of their week because they felt like
their schedule was in too much of a state of flux to talk about what it looked like with any
certainty.
Research Question 3: In what ways do counselors find meaning and value within the
high school environment where they work? This question relates back to a combination of two
themes - counselor community and connectivity and student primacy. McCarthy et al. (2010)
Moyer (2011) spoke about the inherent need for counselors to have the time just to be able to
counsel and the negative impact it has on their job performance and satisfaction when that is
taken away. Despite the limited time and resources, counselors found meaning by creating
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engaging and relevant interactions within their school environments. Carey and Harrington
(2010), Hurwitz and Howell (2013), and McDowell and Calderon (2006) added that these
interactive relationships between student and counselor tend to be mutually beneficial
relationships in that they fulfill the need of the counselor to help students gain new insight into
college and career planning.
Phenomenological connection. Phenomenology started as a psychological concept
focused on understanding the individual within the context of their own environment (Churchill
& Wertz, 2014) but has grown into a much more complex field of social understanding by
examining the complete contextual experience of participants by describing their lived and
shared experiences (Lopez & Willis, 2004; Van Manen & Adams, 2010). Saevi (2011) also
stated that in order to completely understand this complete contextual picture one must be aware
of what is being withheld, shared, and created.
As previously mentioned there were four themes that emerged as part of the
phenomenological discovery process during this study: testing, role ambiguity, counselor
community and connectivity and student primacy. In terms of shared experiences, these were all
described as common experiences that these counselors expressed to me on multiple occasions
over the course of the Spring of 2017 or that I witnessed at their school locations during my nonparticipant observations.
However, what also emerged was a larger cohesive shared experience of counselors
continually vying for their own internal resource; meaning, a struggle for the utilization of their
own time to create meaningful interaction. It was apparent that these counselors wanted to be
counseling students as their primary job. But, as literatures from chapters 1 and 2 and the
narratives from chapter 4 often showed job duties such as testing and a variety of other school
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duties relegated much of their day. Therefore, these counselors showed me an external face of
professionals who had to constantly keep re-learning how to make themselves more efficient
professionals of time management in order to serve their students and gain meaningful
interaction.
"Failure" and "success" or any relevant synonyms were terms that neither the counselor
nor I ever used in our conversations. This may fall back onto the counselors' consistent display of
self-efficacy or it may be a part of Saevi's (2011) notion that part of the contextual picture is
when participants withhold information. However, from my conversations with each counselor
and the essence of their lived and shared experience it felt as though they were in a constant
internal struggle with external factors.
Symbolic interaction theory. Within the theoretical framework, this study sought to
understand what symbols, if any, developed through the lens of symbolic interaction theory. The
theory states that information not only serves to be socially constructed but is directed by a series
of symbols which are continually reciprocated by actors within a contextual environment
(Aksan, Aydin, & Demirbuken, 2009). This means that symbols are not only created through
meaningful social relationships (Aksan et. al., 2009) but involved social actors also have a
specific understanding of how it impacts their own life (Korgen & White, 2008).
Although a series of minor symbols exist within the counseling community including
language and nomenclature around state testing, the most common socially constructed symbol
was the role of the rural high school counselor. Both Candace and Dan made mention to working
in rural school systems but no counselor mentioned feeling a sense of surprise about the role they
were about to take on in their school system. All six counselors actually took positions in the
same school or in an adjacent district. Therefore, each of these participants had a specific
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understanding for how the symbol of counselor impacts their life (Korgen & White, 2008).
Operating within the rural contextual environment they're aware of the pitfalls that come along
with this role; but in turn, they work to construct this symbol into something which serves as a
sign of student engagement.
Implications
This study revealed the lived and shared experiences of high school counselors in rural
Oklahoma. Findings revealed that participants were strongly tethered to planning, coordinating
and implementing required state testing. Additionally, counselors described a state of flux when
it came to planning their schedule as it often changed. Often, these impediments had an impact
on their ability to connect in areas they valued; specifically in terms of interactions with students
and peer professionals.
This has two primary implications. First, this study sheds light on how a specific segment
of the education workforce is managing the drastic education cuts within the state of Oklahoma
(Oklahoma Policy Institute, 2016); specifically, how counselors have been increasingly able to
do less with more year over year. If legislators ever increased state funding towards education,
this study showed a professional role that has become so flexible in their approach that even a
slight increase in funding and support might see large gains in programmatic changes.
Second, this study has implications for the field of higher education. Despite a focus on
student primacy from the secondary education level, this study revealed that counselors struggled
with college and career planning. Therefore, colleges and universities can use the themes from
this work to build a better contextual understanding of students they recruit from rural areas of
Oklahoma. This study may also help secondary and post-secondary entities to develop collegelinked programming that connects students to various higher education institutions, prepares
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students for post-secondary life and alleviates some of the responsibility off of the counselor.
Limitations
Some limitations existed within this study. First, the sample size of participants was
limited to only six counselors in total. Although this number was able to provide a rich
description of information, a larger number may have been able to provide a more diverse
response of varied narrations.
Second, the study was limited specifically to one geographic area of Oklahoma. Although
schools ranged in size and proximity to a large metro area they trended towards students who
were Caucasian and lived in rural, lower socio-economic areas in Northeast Oklahoma. This
strict adherence to one specific range may have limited the economic and geographic diversity of
the state's educational environment.
Next, the timeliness of when the interactions took place with the counselors may have
had an effect on the counselors' responses. For example, the Spring of 2017 was the primary
semester when most of the research activities took place for this study. However, that is often a
tumultuous time in the counselors' schedules so it is possible that some of their responses may
have seemed additionally strained due largely in part to their current experiences. Additionally,
counselors work an extra 31 days on their contracts (additional to teachers) so there may have
been a more appropriate time during the school year to meet with counselors to discuss this
study. Hypothetically, if counselors were able to discuss tasks such as testing and assessment
during a time when they weren't dealing with that immediate job duty, they may have been able
to give a much more unbiased and balanced observation of what it takes to manage that tasks
instead of trying to described current issues and trends.
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Finally, understanding the lived and shared experiences of counselors may require
research that bridges the gap between states which have varied areas of funding. Oklahoma
operates on one end of the spectrum. However, a comparative analysis of counselors from rural
areas of states with similar demographic markers to Oklahoma which receive higher per pupil
expenditures may help to provide a more well-rounded contextual understanding of what shared
experiences counselors have across states and the effects of funding on educational shared
experiences. In the next section, recommendations for future research will discussed.
Recommendations for Future Research
Currently, there is a growing body of research that looks at the complex relationship
between counselors and students in the pursuit of college preparation through the quantitative
lens (Bryan, Holcomb-McCoy, Moore-Thomas, & DayVines, 2009; Krell & Perusse, 2012; and
Lapan & Aleman, 2012). Conversely, other published work exists which focuses on looking at
specific groups of high school students from a micro perspective of race, gender, sexual
orientation, disability, etc. (Bruce, Getch, & Ziomek-Daigle, 2009; Marsico & Getch, 2009;
Watkinson & Hersi, 2014). Instead, this study focused on finding a balanced perspective between
micro and macro research by taking a look at the role of the counselor specifically from firsthand
accounts of those who operate within the position.
In terms of recommendations for future research, the first is an examination of the
dichotomous relationship (if one exists) between metro and rural area schools. Several mentions
were made about the "us vs. them" mentality felt by some rural schools and the misallocation of
resources some counselors mentioned. An exploration of the shared experiences between
counselors who operate in metro educational spaces along with those who operate within rural
schools would help to identify some of the commonalities they share as educators.
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Second, recreate a similar study but expand the geographic location to incorporate all of
Oklahoma's rural areas. McAllister (2013) examined counselor perceptions of student assistance
and their work focused on working across the entire state of South Carolina instead of staying
regionally located. Consequently, they were able to draw a much more phenomenologically rich
description by working with a wider array of participants.
Third, increase the number of participants involved in the study. The limitations sections
of this chapter identified that six counselors provided a good description but that more
counselors would be able to provide an even deeper understanding of the lived and shared
experiences of high school counselors. Although the participant amount is an acceptable for
qualitative research and phenomenology (Glesne, 2011), more participants would create a richer
description of the phenomenon at hand.
Next, incorporate participant observation. The intent of the observation method was to be
as non-evasive as possible. However, in hindsight, after looking over my notes and
transcriptions, there may be some inherent value in seeing counselors in action as they talk to
students in one-on-one counseling sessions. Although this would require extra steps to ensure
anonymity and safety of the student, it would also reveal an extra part of the counselor's strategy
that went unnoticed in this study.
Conclusion and Final Thoughts
Between 2008 and 2015, Oklahoma saw a 23.6% reduction in the education budget; by
and large the deepest cut of any state in the union (Oklahoma Policy Institute, 2016). Throughout
the interactions I had with counselors in this study, the budgetary reduction was not only
explained in some of their narrations, it was experienced in their offices where air conditioning
had not worked in weeks, it was in veiled frustrations, and ultimately in their consistent struggle
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to serve students. Which, seems like such a basic observation; however, at its core was probably
the most troubling observation I made during the semester I spent working with these counselors.
Why has a job solely created to serve students struggled so much to execute that one function?
The lack of counseling was also incredibly troubling to me as a fellow education
professional, because I saw driven and talented professionals willing to work well beyond what
was expected of them by their administration. These counselors had built a strong, supportive
and energetic counseling system within school systems which had in no way reciprocated.
Hypothetically speaking, I often wondered what heights these counselors could reach with their
counseling programs if they had access to reasonable funding and additional resources which
allowed them appropriate time to simply focus on college and career planning.
I also wondered to what extent these rural counseling programs were systems of
diminishing returns. Sure, counselors were often working long hours, providing students and
parents with 24-hour access, keeping themselves tethered to their schools in order to work
around the other burdens of the school; and granted, I never found fault on the part of the
counselor, but I felt that at least hypothetically some students had to be falling through the
metaphorical cracks in systems that operated in such a manner.
Ultimately, part of the reality I grew to understand from this examination was that
counselors bridged an enormous and often unfair gap between principal and teacher. Without
question they would take up responsibilities within the school that on the surface seemed
altruistic in nature; but they were often tasks where counselors had no choice. Watching
counselors operate in this manner reminded me of the story of Atlas, who was tasked with
carrying the weight of the world on his shoulder as a punishment from Zeus. But that leaves one
question, why are counselors left to carry the weight of their worlds?
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Appendix A: Interview Research Guide
RQ1.How do counselors manage college readiness in their own secondary school systems?
RQ1-IQ1: Tell me about your experiences as a high school counselor.
RQ1-IQ1A: What, if anything, holds you back from doing your job?
RQ1-IQ1B: Tell me about some of your best learning experiences as a counselor.
RQ1-IQ2: What perceptions do you feel your students have about college readiness?
RQ1-IQ2A: What grade do you start to see any disconnect with college readiness and
students?
RQ1-IQ3: Tell me about the resources you receive from the state to help with college planning.
RQ1-IQ3A: Where else are you able to find more information on college planning?
RQ1-IQ3B: Do you feel that you're at an advantage or disadvantage compared to other
schools in the state when it comes to allocated resources - money, personnel, materials, etc.?
RQ2.What perceptions do counselors have about their ability to manage the future
collegiate success of their students
RQ2- IQ1: Tell me what you consider to be best practices in your job.
RQ2-Q1A: Where did you acquire these best practices?
RQ2-IQ1A-1: Have these best practices changed over time?
RQ2-IQ2: Please describe the role of professional development in your job. What role has it
played in managing college preparedness?
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RQ2-IQ2A: Tell me about other support personnel, if any, within your school who assist with
career planning.
RQ2-IQ3: Tell me about your job outside of career planning.
RQ2-IQ3A: What tasks require the largest amount of your time?
RQ2-IQd4: Tell me about your student populations.
RQ2-IQ4A: How many students are designated to you?
RQ2-IQ4B: What do you know about the demographics of your student body?
RQ3. In what ways do counselors find meaning and value within the high school
environment where they work?
RQ3-IQ1: Describe the highlights of your job. What drives your work as a counselor?
RQ3-IQ1A: Inversely, what are the most difficult parts of your job?
RQ3-IQ1B: Please describe how these "highs and lows" have changed over time.
RQ3IQ2: How would you describe the level of college guidance given to your students?
RQ3-IQ2A: In terms of shared responsibility, describe how much of a school's college
preparedness should be assigned to the counselor.
RQ3-IQ2A-1: What other "key players" should be involved in college
preparedness?
RQ3-IQ2A-2: What relationship do these "key players" have with your school?
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RQ3-IQ2B: What external factors play a role in the college decision making process?
RQ3-IQ2C: What factors, in your opinion, hinder students from attending college?
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Appendix B: Non-Participant Observation Guide
Observation Report
Date/Time:
Place:
Number of Participants:
Contextual Environment:
Activities taking place
Mood and Demeanor of Participants:
Other relevant notes:
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Appendix C: Introductory Communication
Dear XXXX,
My name is Aaron Jordan and I am a doctoral student with the University of Memphis'
Higher Education Administration program. Currently, I am conducting research on the
connection between high counselors and college preparedness. Primarily, this research is focused
on schools within Oklahoma and I think you would be a great candidate to take place in our
project. Ultimately, I am looking to interview counselors on their practice as it relates to
preparing student for future success in college; however, I am also interested in school
observations if it is at all possible.
If you are interested in taking part in this study, please contact me (Aaron Jordan) at the contact
information below. Also, it is important to know that all research will be confidential and if you
decide to take part in this study, your name and high school will be kept anonymous.
We look forward to working with you!
Best wishes,
Aaron Jordan
AZJORDAN@memphis.edu
918.409.6419
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Appendix D
Consent Form

Consent to Participate in a Research Study
A PHENOMONOLOGICAL STUDY ON THE EXPERIENCES OF THE SECONDARDY
EDUCATION COUNSELOR

WHY ARE YOU BEING INVITED TO TAKE PART IN THIS RESEARCH?
You are being invited to take part in a research study about college preparation for high
school students. You are being invited to take part in this research study because you
meet the criteria in order to provide insight into this subject. If you volunteer to take part
in this study, you will be one of about eight people to do so.
WHO IS DOING THE STUDY?
The person in charge of this study is Aaron Jordan, Lead Investigator, from the
University of Memphis Department of Leadership: Aaron is being guided in this research
by Jeffrey Wilson - Associate Professor in the Department of Leadership. Dr. Wilson
can be contacted by phone at (901) 678-3428 and by email at jlwilson4@memphis.edu.
There may be other people on the research team assisting at different times during the
study.
WHAT IS THE PURPOSE OF THIS STUDY?
By doing this study, we hope to learn about the shared connections counselors have in
preparing students for life beyond high school. .

WHERE IS THE STUDY GOING TO TAKE PLACE AND HOW LONG WILL IT LAST?
The research procedures will be conducted at your high school or an off-campus
meeting place of your choosing. You will be able to determine where and when the
interviews and observations take place.. Each of those visits will take about one to two
hours. The total amount of time you will be asked to volunteer for this study is four to
eight hours at most.
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WHAT WILL YOU BE ASKED TO DO?
You will be asked to answer a series of questions on your job duties and the connection
you have to your school. These questions may cover the areas of time management,
testing, professional background and college preparation strategies. Interviews will be
about an hour max. In additional you will be asked to provide a time where you’re
working with a class (or multiple classes) in college preparation. It must also be stated
that all interviews will be recorded.
Once initial interviews and observations are complete, you may be asked to take part in
some additional research questions.

WHAT ARE THE POSSIBLE RISKS AND DISCOMFORTS?
To the best of our knowledge, the things you will be doing have no more risk of harm
than you would experience in everyday life.
WILL YOU BENEFIT FROM TAKING PART IN THIS STUDY?
There is no guarantee that you will get any benefit from taking part in this study. Your
willingness to take part, however, may, in the future, help society and the field of
counseling as a whole better understand this research topic.
DO YOU HAVE TO TAKE PART IN THE STUDY?
If you decide to take part in the study, it should be because you really want to volunteer.
You will not lose any benefits or rights you would normally have if you choose not to
volunteer. You can stop at any time during the study and still keep the benefits and
rights you had before volunteering.

IF YOU DON’T WANT TO TAKE PART IN THE STUDY, ARE THERE OTHER
CHOICES?
If you do not want to be in the study, there are no other choices except not to take part
in the study.

WHAT WILL IT COST YOU TO PARTICIPATE?
There are no costs associated with taking part in the study.
WILL YOU RECEIVE ANY REWARDS FOR TAKING PART IN THIS STUDY?
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You will not receive any rewards or payment for taking part in the study.

WHO WILL SEE THE INFORMATION THAT YOU GIVE?
We will make every effort to keep private all research records that identify you to the
extent allowed by law.
Your information will be combined with information from other people taking part in the
study. When we write about the study to share it with other researchers, we will write
about the combined information we have gathered. You will not be personally identified
in these written materials. We may publish the results of this study; however, we will
keep your name and other identifying information private.
We will make every effort to prevent anyone who is not on the research team from
knowing that you gave us information, or what that information is. All research material
will be kept on an encrypted computer that is password protected. We will keep private
all research records that identify you to the extent allowed by law.

CAN YOUR TAKING PART IN THE STUDY END EARLY?
If you decide to take part in the study you still have the right to decide at any time that
you no longer want to continue. You will not be treated differently if you decide to stop
taking part in the study.

ARE YOU PARTICIPATING OR CAN YOU PARTICIPATE IN ANOTHER RESEARCH
STUDY AT THE SAME TIME AS PARTICIPATING IN THIS ONE?
(This section may not be applicable to social/ behavioral studies; if not applicable omit
this section)
You may take part in this study if you are currently involved in another research study.
It is important to let the investigator/your doctor know if you are in another research
study. You should also discuss with the investigator before you agree to participate in
another research study while you are enrolled in this study.

WHAT IF YOU HAVE QUESTIONS, SUGGESTIONS, CONCERNS, OR
COMPLAINTS?
Before you decide whether to accept this invitation to take part in the study, please ask
any questions that might come to mind now. Later, if you have questions, suggestions,
concerns, or complaints about the study, you can contact the investigator, Aaron Jordan
at 918-409-6419. If you have any questions about your rights as a volunteer in this
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research, contact the Institutional Review Board staff at the University of Memphis at
901-678-2705. We will give you a signed copy of this consent form to take with you.
What happens to my privacy if I am interviewed?
All information will be stored and encrypted on a private computer. All participants will
either be able to choose or will be given a pseudonym to keep all responses
anonymous.

_________________________________________
Signature of person agreeing to take part in the study

____________
Date

_________________________________________
Printed name of person agreeing to take part in the study
_________________________________________
Name of [authorized] person obtaining informed consent
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____________
Date

